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Introduction
I tell people that there was a time when I had nine grandparents. Now, I have eight, but
regardless, there are a lot of them. I think about the number at key life moments. Graduations
when you have reserved seating, weddings when you have a procession, birthdays when I get all
the cards sent to my friends address because mail is unreliable where I live. It's something that I
am proud of too. I love my nine grandparents. I love the love and how I can call them in times of
need. I love that if I needed to, I could create my own sports team just out of grandparents. This
compilation of stories is about that love and its messiness. The following are all fictional, yet
many are born out of my own life.
I was reminded recently that something happens when you get older. At some point,
people start to refer to you as they once referred to babies. “Oh that old person is so cute.” It
drives me nuts. Instead, I like to recognize that there was a life and a story before the cyclical life
of the descriptor “cute.” These stories talk about that life. I started working on this project and
really didn’t want to bring much of my life into it. Yet, I took a chance by connecting with parts
of my own experiences and wrote a story involving four grandmothers. The first version’s
characters were flat, and I wanted a chance to develop them further, so I transformed them into a
series of shorter stories that eventually comprised a majority of my thesis. These stories are all
fictional, but I have always loved how everyone in my family is so different. I think that is the

thing about family that draws me in. Everyone has a different family and it's this part that people
can’t know about unless you tell them. Your family history is not something that anyone can
guess by looking at you, though they may be able to discern certain things. It's something that
you have to willingly share with the people that matter to you. Normally the better you know me
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the more you know about my family. I wanted this piece to share parts of a family that wouldn’t
be visible to everyone else.
I started writing the final story as a set of short stories that would simply be incorporated
into the piece as a whole, similar in structure to the others that are found here. Along the way and
with the help of my thesis advisors, we discovered that the story as a whole may operate better as
a novella. Adjusting the structure and content in order to morphe five separate stories into a
novella took more effort than I could have ever anticipated. It took a lot of terrible to get it
moving in the right direction. I found myself struggling to capture these stories in a real way, and
that is where the stories from my life bled into the stories found here.
The pursuit of figuring out who you are includes searching in your past. There are things
that we automatically inherit from our family even when we don’t want them. They may be
material things like jewelry or recipes, but sometimes they are less physical like a way of
speaking or that one mannerism. For me there have been little material things that have been
passed down in my family. A ring that belonged to my great grandmother, books that belonged
to my uncle and stubbornness that passed through the female side of my family. A problem when
I’m always right competes with three other people that also are always right.
We don’t always understand why we get the things we do, and sometimes the stories we
are told about our family aren’t always true. Those are the hard ones sometimes. This past year

my family decided that we would all take ancestry DNA tests. It was funny for me when my
results indicated that part of my family was from the Jewish region of the world which simply
indicates that part of my family is from Hungary. It's accurate. But there were also some people
that found the results were a little more devastating. For my grandfather, who with the last name
Gschwind, he had built his identity around being Polish. When he found out that ancestry DNA
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said that he had no Polish DNA, immediately there was a feeling of denial. This is a man who
has worked as a chef at the Polish Club for years. He still refuses to believe the test and while
there could be inaccuracies it is interesting that we cling so strongly to those things. We build our
identities around these things that we inherit from our ancestors. We learn from our parents and
even when we don’t mean to, there are still things from them that linger.
As I have gotten older, I have gone through items that belonged to people that I never
met. I found photocopies of handwritten diary pages that belonged to my great-great
grandmother and the passport of my great-great grandfather from when he immigrated to the
United States from Hungary. If my grandfather was here today, I wouldn’t be able to
communicate with him. He didn’t speak English at the time, but somehow, we are intrinsically
tied together. In my great-great grandmother’s diary pages she talks about growing up in
Ashland, MS. She talks about her uncle getting hit by a Model T and about the fact that the
doctor’s advice was just to keep him quiet for a few days until he feels better. It’s not the stories
though that are striking, though there are quite a few. Instead it's looking at handwriting that
belonged to a real person.
There is a reason though that I focused mainly on women in my stories. There are
some stories that are about men in the collection, but as a whole most of the stories are about
women and their relationships. I chose to write about women because in my life all of the women

that I have been surrounded with are strong women, but they are strong in different ways. None
of them are the same. One of my grandmothers is extremely intelligent, the other works harder
than anyone else I know, the other has a level of faith in God that exceeds that of many people I
know, and finally the fourth is one of the most selfless people. These women have shown me
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how to be a strong adult. We’ve talked about truth in terms of subjectivity, one person’s truth is
different from another person’s, but the same occurs with strength.
Throughout writing this collection of short stories I wanted to focus on how messy all of
this really is, but while also highlighting why that mess is worth it. The final story is a
culmination of that. It follows a young woman who is leaving the country for three years. She is
seeing her grandmothers for what could possibly be the last time for one or two of them. Yet,
that moment of just spending time together is complicated when one grandmother goes missing
and the others just don’t get along. These five women are only brought together by family and
not by any love for each other or similarity with them.
When I started writing these stories there were two poems that ran through my head at
different stages of writing. The first being “This Be The Verse” by Phillip Larkin and the second
being “We Who Are Your Closest Friends” by Phillip Lopate. Both of them are rather flippant in
tone and talk about relationships with a bit of humor in them. Yet, underneath the humor in both
is a truth about human people. In “This Be The Verse” Larkin talks about being messed up by
parents and the fact that parents too were fucked up by their parents. It speaks to the things that
our parents pass down to us. While “We Who Are Your Closest Friends,” doesn’t speak
specifically to families, it does speak to the anxiety that people have about not being loved and
not having their needs met by the people that are supposed to love you. I think that these things

are present in family relationships and friendships. Family can disappoint and that doesn’t
change the fact that they are family.
When I wrote How to Plan out the Rest of Your Life, it was the first time that I had ever
written in second person. How to Plan out the Rest of Your Life is written in the second person
about a girl who has come back from college. She didn’t enjoy her first year like she thought she
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would and is insecure about the fact that she is unhappy. The only thing that comforts her is the
fact that she feels like she’s doing what she is supposed to be doing. She isn’t pregnant or
married. She come back and goes to breakfast with her best friend from high school. Their
relationship has changed, and the story reaches into her most insecure feelings about their
relationship and the state of her own life.
Before I started pursuing creative writing in college, I hadn’t ever come across story
written in second person that I enjoyed. Reading Always Happy Hour by Mary Miller in Fiction
Workshop with Tom Franklin, it was the first time that ever encountered something in second
person that I loved reading. This was my first attempt at writing something in second person and
I loved making a character that was so honestly unsure of herself and unhappy. Writing in
second person, it felt easier to access those insecurities for a character. Mostly I write in close
third person and writing in second person was a great way to access different aspects of a
character that a close third wouldn’t allow.
Listen is a story about a husband and wife who are fighting over where to live. They have
two young sons, and in order to avoid having their arguments overheard, they lock themselves in
their bathroom and turn on all the water, so they can fight in private. They have had this
argument over and over again, but his wife, Lucille hopes that this conversation will bring some
resolution to their fight.

Listen started at the end. The last line came into my mind before the rest of the story did.
It required fitting the rest of the story around it, and it was the story that took the longest to get
right. As a person that is not married and doesn’t have kids, I drew instead off the observations
that came with watching other adults in my life. The believability of the moment was the most
important aspect to me and attempting to get it to the end was the hardest thing to piece together.
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Yet, this was also the story that surprised me the most as I was writing it. I always look for that
moment in writing and normally I know that a story isn’t completely done until I’ve had that
moment and for this story, I immediately got to the section that surprised me and I knew that it
fit.
Losing the Name of Uncle is about two men that have been life-long friends. They have
grown apart as people, but the length of their relationship makes both parties feel obligated to
continue to be friends. Tyler goes over to Andrew’s house for dinner and the two of them realize
how much they have grown apart. Tyler thinks back to the argument that ended their mother’s
friendship and wonders if that could happen to them and the implications of losing a friend that
he has known since kindergarten.
Losing the Name of Uncle came out of my Fiction Workshop class with Tom Franklin. It
started as a story about two young boys who argue over politics by simply reciting what they had
heard from their parents. This actually stemmed from two separate occasions in my life. The first
was during the 2008 election, they asked us during library class to vote for the candidate that we
wanted to win the election. I can remember that two of my friends started fighting over who they
voted for after. We were 10 at the time. The second memory that helped form this particular
story occurred when I was in the sixth grade. We were required to give speeches in front of our
entire grade. It had also been a requirement in the fifth grade, but it was simpler because we

wrote about people that we admired. Instead, for the sixth grade, we were asked “What policy
would you implement if you were President?” As a person who knew nothing about politics, I
went home and asked my parents what to write. I remember nothing about the content of the
speech, but simply that I had no idea what I was saying because I had allowed my parents to
essentially fill in the content for me. I didn’t understand the words that I was using, and I am
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quite sure that anyone could tell. I share that story to say that this story started being about two
boys who let their parent’s views become their own. Upon revision it describes these two kids
that have grown into adults and the parts of their parents that they still carry into adulthood.
The House That Was Ours is a story less about emotional inheritance and instead focuses
on the physical and material things that we believe should be ours. The story is about three
generations of women that live together. Grandmama worked for a wealthy family and got
pregnant by their son. Mama, the child of Grandmama and the son of the wealthy family, is
convinced that when her biological father dies, she will inherit some of his possessions,
specifically his home. The story is told from Dutchie’s perspective. She’s Mama’s daughter. On
her way home from school Grandmama notices that the home is up for sale, and when Mama
finds out, she has to come to terms with the fact that she may never own this house that she
believes is rightfully hers.
It is about how important some of those things are even when it wouldn’t matter in the
same way to other people. It is the only story in the collection that focuses on the material more
than the emotional parts that we pass on to our family. Yet, it is not completely without the
emotion. In my family, there are certain things that when people pass away each family member
rushes to claim. Sometimes it's because the thing that they rush to symbolizes their relationship.
For this woman, the house is about the relationship she should have had.

Grandma got an Instagram is about a woman dealing with the grief and loss of her
husband. She decides to launch into social media and becoming an influencer in her own right.
She uses this to find purpose in her life. When she meets her daughter and granddaughter for
lunch, she finds that she can easily connect with her granddaughter, but it leaves her own
daughter feeling left out and resentful that she seems to have moved on.
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Grandma got an Instagram was born out of an article in the New York Times that focused
on elderly women that were defying the social norm that teenagers were the ones who belonged
on social media and that elderly women were all technology challenged. In my experience, it
isn’t always true. While many of my grandparent’s struggle to function on social media, my
great grandfather continued to explore new technology even as he got older. For him it was a
different form of technology as he pursued photography. It is because of that love that I wanted
to focus on a story that allowed an older woman to be more technologically advanced than her
younger daughter. In this story, the love of social media allows the grandmother to connect with
her grandmother in a way that her daughter cannot. In turn, it leaves the mother out at lunch. It is
this inability to connect that causes issues in the relationship.
Finally, the novella was created. Harper is 27 years old and getting ready to move across
the world. Before she leaves, she invites all four, yes four, of her grandmothers on a vacation.
Harper has formed relationships and connections with each of these women in their own separate
way but must learn how they all fit together. While there, one of her grandmothers disappears
and Harper must take the other three to go find her.
I have already spoken to that story, but even so much of that story was inspired from
How to Sit by Tyrese Coleman and The Cost of These Dreams by Wright Thompson.
Thompson’s work is non-fiction and journalistic, but it evokes a feel about different athletes

getting older. It humanizes their abilities that are tied to mortality. It is something that all people
can relate to. In turn, I hope that there are parts of these characters and their relationships that
people can relate to. Coleman’s work combines fiction and non-fiction and blends them together.
While my stories don’t blend them as wholly, much of the work is pulled from my experience.
While my grandmothers have never all been in the same room together, this story explores many
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of the issues that I assume would be present if they were. The above works are not the only
stories that influenced my writing. Grace Eventually: Thoughts on Faith by Anne Lamott helped
me figure out how to make experiences honest, and there are so many other short stories, poems
and books that have influenced each page.
My hope is at the end of the day for the reader to feel something and hopefully not
disappointment or disgust, but to have something resonate with them as a lot of me is folded into
these stories.
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How to Plan Out the Rest of Your Life
Your friend, Dottie, should be near. You haven't seen her yet this summer, but you were
really close in high school. You agreed to meet up at your favorite breakfast spot. You’re kind of
nervous to see her. You made all of these plans together, lists of things that you were going to
accomplish in your first year of college. You were both really good at texting in the first couple
of months but had gotten distracted as time wore on. Every now and then you would text, but
every time you proposed FaceTime, she avoided it. It was really fine by you because you didn't
want her to see that you were lying in bed again instead of making new friends. College was
different than you expected. You hadn't done anything on the list that you and your friend
created.
Dottie walks in the door, and you smile at her. When she comes closer, you notice that
she’s gotten fatter. You’re slightly pleased that you stuck to going to the gym even though it
sucked at that moment. It meant that she hadn't completed that list of things that you had agreed
on either.
"Hey," she says. You notice that she looks happy to see you, and you’re happy to see her
even though you don't have her easy smile.
"Hey," you say.
"Tell me about everything," she says.

"Like?"
"Your friends? Did you meet any guys? What about your classes? Did you like your
professors? What was your roommate like? Did you do anything crazy? How was your mom
after you left? Is it good to be back? Do you still want to be a nurse? Did you miss me?"
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You give her details on everything. You tell her that you’ve found some of your future
bridesmaids, but that you still haven't met the groom. You tell her that you find your classes
challenging and that challenge invigorating. You say it like you usually use the word
invigorating. You tell her about the time that your professor used your paper as an example in
class. You don't tell her it was used as an example of what not to do. You tell her that your
professors are good and that your roommate is good. You don't tell her that you and your
roommate were in a secret war to see who could leave more clothes on the other side of the
dorm. You tell her you'll let her know about the craziest thing you've done when you're in
private. You wink even though you close both eyes when you do it. You tell her your mom
missed you so much. You don't tell her your mom has found fulfillment in other things since
you've been gone. You tell her you're ready to go back to school because you don't want to be a
nurse anymore and instead are ready to find your path. You don’t tell her you find the thought of
trying to figure yourself out terrifying. You tell her you most definitely missed her. You don’t
tell her that you hated that it felt like she didn’t need you.
You talk for a really long time. You compare the people you know now to people that
you knew in high school because there’s no better way to describe them to her. You do your best
to make everything sound as incredible as possible. You use a lot of hyperbole. You hope she
doesn't notice that you really aren't that happy. Talking about people in high school, though,

leads you to talk about the people that you once knew and what they’re doing now. You both
drop your voices to a whisper in case someone in the restaurant knows who you’re talking about.
You end up talking about the fact that some of them have kids, and some have already gotten
engaged. You pretend to be happy for them. Really you pity them, feel bad that they’re now
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stuck in the same town that they were born into. You and your friend plan on moving far away
from here at some point.
You start to feel better about yourself after and better that you haven't figured it out
because at least you aren't pregnant or married. You then realize that you haven't asked Dottie
about her life, so you steer the conversation that way. She smiles and sets down her fork. She
stares at her plate of food for a while.
"I came home after Christmas," she says, which you find weird because you saw her and
her mother at church on Christmas, and neither hadn't mentioned anything about it. You hadn't
made time to see her after because you went on vacation.
"Derek kept coming to visit me while I was at school," she says.
You don't make any facial expressions yet because you aren't sure if you should be
excited that he came to visit or ready to run him over with your car.
"He kept telling me he loved me and that he really wanted to be with me. It was just so
far away for him to keep coming, so we decided that I’d come back home and finish the year
online."
You start to look confused because no one told you she moved back home. Even your
mother, who knew everyone's business didn't say anything. You wonder if she thinks you knew.
You’re mad because you didn't.

"Spring semester was going really well. Online wasn't that bad. I found out though in
March that I was pregnant."
She’s now three months pregnant. She isn't actually fat. That makes you more upset than
the fact that she hasn't told you she’s pregnant. You look for her left hand, but it's in her lap
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under the table, and you try to remember if you saw it at some point during breakfast, but you
also try to keep focusing on what she’s saying.
You ask how she feels because that is what you should ask. You wonder if she’s been
feeling any morning sickness. You hope she has, but she says she hasn't yet. Instead, she goes on
and on about decorating a baby room.
"Do you think that I should do the room yellow or green? We're wanting the sex to be a
surprise, so it has to be neutral. I wanted white, but my mom said that babies will destroy white."
"Where are you going to live?" you ask because buying a home seems so far in the
future.
"With his family for a little bit just until we save up enough."
You blink. You blink again. You don't know how to respond. You don't know his parents,
but according to every rom com you have seen, you feel like this qualifies you to know that it
probably won't go well for her. You end up telling her to go with green and do everything in a
frog theme. You’re being genuine here. You really like frogs.
She keeps talking, and you notice that she seems happy, really happy, happier than you.
You don't know what to do with that. You would’ve known if she was upset, but she wasn't. She
talked and talked and talked about the baby and being engaged. You didn't know what to do. You
listen and smile when you’re supposed to. You tell her you’re happy that she’s happy. She tells

you she really is. You believe her, and it makes you sad. You wished that you could tell that she
was lying about being happy.
You ask because you feel like you have to. You ask why she didn't tell you.
"We tell each other everything," you say.
"I was just nervous to tell you over the phone. I wanted to tell you in person."
4

You don't tell her that she could’ve driven the forty-five minutes to see you. You don't
tell her you’re mad. You tell her you completely understand. While you’re talking, the owner of
the diner comes up to you. His name’s Sal. He's really nice and only lives three streets over from
you. He always looks greasy, but everyone loves Sal.
"Hey there, little lady," he says, coming up to the table.
"Hey," you both say back at the same time.
"I hear congratulations are in order. Talked to your mama at the Walmart yesterday."
"Thanks, Sal," Dottie says.
You smile, but now you know that the man who runs your favorite restaurant knew about
your friend's baby before you did. You let the two of them chit chat. You really like Sal, but right
now, you're jealous of him, and you’re annoyed that you’re jealous. He offers to cover breakfast
for both of y'all, and now you really hate that you’re jealous of Sal. Dottie’s so excited, and she
thanks him over and over again. You also thank Sal before he walks away from the table.
When he leaves, you continue to ask her more and more questions about her life. You
judge her for the answers even though you’re the one that keeps asking. You talk, and both come
to the realization that you’re one of the only people from high school that’s single. This has
never bothered you before, but somehow it does today. You smile and laugh about it, though.
You tell her it's because you’re having too much fun being single. You don't tell her that it's

because all of the guys that you have talked too since starting college have either turned out to be
cheaters or liars. You also don't tell her that you became a cheater and a liar too.
You realize talking gets harder. You don't automatically know what to say anymore.
Instead of slouching in the booth with your knees drawn up, you’re sitting straight and trying to
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remember all of the etiquette rules your mom told you about. You’ve never had problems
talking, but now you don't know what to say.
You finally ask about the wedding. You were hoping she would bring it up on her own,
and you wouldn't seem so eager for information. She tells you that they’re getting married at the
courthouse. Then after the baby comes, she’s going to have a real wedding down at the church.
She tells you she can't wait. You were kind of hoping that she would be fat in her wedding dress,
but you know she will look beautiful. You wonder if you’ll be invited or even in it. She hasn't
said one way or another. You want to be asked to be in it, but you don't actually want to be in it.
You know you’ll want to be in it later and know that you may even be happy for her later. Either
way, you pretend to be happy now. By the end of breakfast, both of you’re just sitting in silence.
When she leaves, she tells you that she’s so glad that y'all were able to talk. You smile
and tell her that you too are so glad you got to talk. You know that on some level this is true.
You’re glad, but you really hope that she couldn't tell how unhappy you are.
When you get in your car, you sit there all alone for a minute without the car running. It's
quiet, and you hate quiet. It makes you think about all of the things that made you unhappy in
school. You had a major and then switched to Undeclared because you hated it but didn't know
what you liked. You signed up for a handful of clubs but didn't go to one meeting. You would
start heading there and get nervous and go sit in the library and drink coffee instead. You didn't

really like coffee, but every college student needed to have some sort of bad habit, and you
preferred caffeine to alcohol or drugs. You felt kind of lame but not lame enough to try. You
joined a gym. Went pretty regularly, but not as enthusiastically as you had gone to sports
practices in high school. No one motivated you. Most of the other people in the gym scared you.
Yet you kept going because you were too broke to gain weight and need new clothes. Your mom
6

sent you money in care packages, but most of the time, it was just a ton of quarters to do laundry
with. One time your mom told you that she sent quarters, but they got stolen out of the mail.
You watch as she pulls out of the parking lot and answers her phone. She’s smiling and
talking with her whole face. You assume that it's probably her fiancé. You judge her for being on
her cell phone while driving. Doesn’t she know this is a hands-free state? You put your car in
reverse too and you also pick up your phone. You call your mom because you want to feel better.
You call her because you don’t want to be alone. You tell her about breakfast. "Bless her heart,"
your mother says, and instantly, you feel much better about yourself.
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Listen
Nathaniel hurried across the chilling tile and tried to slip into his bathroom without
making much noise. He’d come home and left the twins sitting in front of the television at his
wife's feet and left his dinner covered in the microwave because he’d already eaten at the office.
He pulled open the door to the shower, and the suction unstuck itself with a plop that shook the
glass door. He turned the shower on and listened to the splatter. He stuck his hand in as though
the seconds could have heated the water. He shook his hand out as he looked at his watch. He
hurried to strip out of his clothes when he heard his wife, Lucille, tell the boys that she’d be right
back. As he heard his wife calling his name, he was struggling to pull off his left sock.
"Getting in the shower," he called over the water.
He hoped that her voice would have been drowned out if only he could get his head under
the water. His wife's voice was not one that carried far. The pitch made it stand out as it was
higher than everyone else, but it was easily absorbed into the space around her.
His wife pulled the door open before he was undressed, and he stood with one hand
propped on the glass and the other holding his dark sock that matched the boxers. He stood up
straight when she walked in.
"Lu," Nathaniel said, "I'm about to get in the shower."
"We have to talk about it at some point," Lucille said.

"We can talk about it tomorrow," Nathaniel said. "I'm getting off early and should be
home around six."
"Nate," Lucille said, "I've been reading this new book, and it says that couples that
quarrel shouldn't go to bed angry."
"Quarrel?"
8

"Yes, like argue."
"I know what it means," Nathaniel said. "It just sounded funny."
"The books say that anger only festers at night and that emotional resolutions before bed
are good for relationships and result in a better night's sleep."
"Good thing that we aren't angry then," Nathaniel said.
"Oh?" Lucille crossed her arms. "We aren't?"
"Of course not," Nathaniel said. "We're merely engaging in a difference of opinion."
Lucille walked farther into the bathroom, passed the shower to the sinks on the far wall.
Neither of them said anything, but Nathaniel leaned with his back against the fogging glass.
They listened to the water run and the murmuring of the television in the living room. They
could hear the invisible background audience laughing.
"We need to talk about this," Lucille said. She took off her wedding ring and sat it in her
white dish as she washed her hands. When she finished and dried them, she slipped the ring back
on but left the water running. She then went and stood directly in front of Nathaniel. She was
much shorter than he was and thinner, too, but she always came across as the more intimidating
of the two.
"Our family needs this," she said.
"We've talked this to death. There isn't much more to say."

"And yet here we are."
"I don't want to move," Nathaniel said.
"We need to."
"Says who?"
"I do."
9

"On what grounds?"
"The boys are almost seven, Nate. They need their own neighborhood to grow up in, one
with other kids their age that they can play with, one that's safe for them to run around. One that
has grass, for goodness sake. I even have to walk Sammie four blocks before I can find some
green space for him to run around and play on."
Nathaniel thought about their little apartment in downtown Atlanta. Outside it would be
dark by now, but the windows in the bathroom had the curtains drawn over them. They lived on
the 11th floor of an apartment building, and even if they’d been drawn open, they’d simply stare
into the light of another building. Lucille was right. It wasn't in the safest area, but he could get
to and from work quickly without having to sit in Atlanta's traffic.
Nathaniel remembered when they shopped for the apartment together after they’d gotten
married. When they found this place, he'd fallen in love with it. Lucille had said she had fallen in
love too. There were fewer residences on their floor, so it was quieter, but it had enough
bedrooms that they could have kids. The apartment was small, but the whole place was more
modern than any home either of them had grown up in. There were expansive windows in the
living room that, in the early days, Nathaniel would stand before as if he owned the building. He
kept the place clean and monochrome inside but liked that he could see little bits of green from
Centennial park peeping out in the distance from the front windows.

"The park isn't that far from here. It isn't a bad walk, Lu."
"The park is not the boys."
"Neither is a large majority of the world," Nathaniel said.
"You know what I mean," Lucille said.
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"I don't," Nathaniel said. "I don't understand what you want to give them that they don't
already have. I want to give them things too, but I won't have my kids growing up spoiled."
"I hardly think that a backyard is going to make them spoiled."
"That's not what I meant," Nathaniel said. "Besides, there's so much more for them here
in the city, so much more to do."
"And we can bring them into the city. We'll still be close enough."
"It isn't that close. It makes my commute nearly an hour. I already work late, and I don't
want to lose any more time with the boys than I already do."
"I see," Lucille said.
"See what?"
"It's about you,"
"Oh, of all of the ridiculous-- "
"No. It is. You choose to work late, Nathaniel. That's your decision. You don't want to
work a little bit less and give the boys what they need. Guess what, Nathaniel, life isn't about
you."
"No shit," Nathaniel almost yelled.
"Keep your voice down. I don't want the boys to learn that kind of language." Lucille
went over and turned on the second sink, the side that was organized with Nathaniel's things. He

made a conscious effort to keep everything on his side in a specific order. Everything he used
every day was out on the counter otherwise it was hidden out of sight.
"Over the Niagara Falls, you have going on in here? I doubt they could hear us."
"You're being ridiculous."

11

"Of course, I am. I'm arguing in a bathroom that's so fogged up that I'm just thanking God
that I don't wear glasses. The mirrors are sweating, and I'm in my underwear while you’re fully
dressed. Of course, all of this is ridiculous."
"That's really what is bothering you?"
"What?"
"The fact that you’re in your underwear while I'm dressed."
"No. I --"
"If that’s what’s bothering you, then, by all means, let's make you more comfortable so
we can actually have a productive conversation, and you stop feeling ridiculous."
Nathaniel thought that Lucille would have moved over so that he could reach his clothes
lying on the floor, but instead, she pulled off her dress so that she too was in her bra and
underwear.
"There, are you comfortable?" Lucille threw down her dress.
"That’s not what I meant by any of this, and you know it."
"No, I don't know it because, for the life of me, I can’t figure out how to get you to take
this seriously. You’re working later than normal, and you do everything in your power to avoid
me when you get home, so if the way we have to have this conversation is by standing in the
bathroom in our underwear, then I’m willing to try it."

They stood for a while and stared at each other.
"Dad," a voice called from their bedroom.
"Just a minute," Nathaniel called back.
"Dad," his son called again.
"What's up, buddy?" Nathaniel said.
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"Dylan ate a cookie," his son whined.
"Okay, bud."
"But I wanted one too."
"Then you can have one."
"Cool. Thanks, Dad," he said. They listened for the door to shut.
Nathaniel turned back to Lucille.
"I’m getting in the shower," he said.
Lucille moved and wedged herself in between Nathaniel and the door.
"No," she said, "we’re going to talk. This is about our future and you can't keep running
from it just because things are going well now. We’re going to outgrow this apartment soon
enough, and we need to think about getting a house out of the city."
"Mom," another voice called from their bedroom. "Mom, can I come in?" The handle to
the bathroom jiggled.
"Not right this second," Lucille said.
"Mom," Dylan said, "Max got a cookie."
"Yes," Lucille said. "He got one because you had one."
"But I want another one."
"No, one cookie is enough," Lucille said.

"But, Mom."
"I said no.”
"Where's Dad?"
"He's in here."
"Why are you in there together?"
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"Your father is about to get in the shower."
"But then why are you in there with him?"
"I am just using the bathroom and talking to him, Baby."
"My friend Danny said that if you poop in the same bathroom as someone showering that
the poop travels through the pipes and into the shower so that the person is showering in poop
water. Is that true?
"No," Lucille said.
"Are you pooping?" Dylan asked.
"No.”
"Then how do you know?"
"Because moms know everything, remember. Now go finish your show because bedtime
is in 30 minutes."
They both heard Dylan run down the hall screaming to Max that mom was making them
go to bed in a little bit. Lucille and Nathaniel just stood staring at each other in their underwear.
Nathaniel was shaking his head, and Lucille was twirling her ring around on her finger, listening
to her sons talk back and forth and smiling at both of them. Her eyes focused back on Nathaniel,
and her smile fell.
"I want to move. I don't want to live on top of each other anymore. I want to be able to

have a conversation without having to run and hide in our bathroom to do it."
Nathaniel looked at his feet and lifted his toes off the tiles.
"What?” Lucille asked.
"Nothing," Nathaniel said, shrugging his shoulders and continuing to stare at his toes.
"I’m tired, and I would like to shower."
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"Why can't you meet me halfway?"
"Because apparently halfway puts me in the suburbs."
"Why’s that so bad?"
"We already have the marriage, two kids and the dog. I don't want the picket fence and
the house in the suburbs. I don't want to be that person."
"What's wrong with that person?"
"Nothing. I just never wanted to be that person."
"Then what did you want?"
"I don't know. More time. Maybe."
"For what?"
"To figure out who I am, to work my way up in the firm, to do things that I want to do."
Lucille nodded, but Nathaniel could see that it wasn't the kind that was in agreement with
what he was saying.
"It's all about you, isn't it?"
"Excuse me?"
"I'm tired of it all being about you. What about what I want or what the kids need?"
"It's never about me. It's always about them."
"Them?"

"The boys."
"Then you shouldn't have had them," Lucille said.
"That's not what I meant. Of course, I want them. I just would like a little more time to
myself, too," Nathaniel said.
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"You think that I don't? I'm with them all day. I had things that I wanted to do too, but I
want them more. I want them enough."
"And I don't?"
"Clearly not,"
"Moooooooom," two voices called.
"Dylan poured water on me," Max said at the same time that Dylan said, "Max put cookie
crumbs on me."
They started arguing behind the door, each trying to talk over the other.
"Enough," Nathaniel yelled. "Bedtime for everyone."
He pulled open the door, scooped them both up and carried them to the room that they
shared.
"Dad," Dylan said, "Can you get mom to read us a story?"
"Please," Max called.
Nathaniel nodded and kissed them both on the head. He walked back to the bathroom.
Lucille had put on her clothes again, and he told her that the twins wanted to talk to her. She left
without looking at him. Nathaniel didn't want to move, but part of him worried that this was
going to be the reason that she left him. She hadn’t said as much, but it was starting to happen to
other people he knew. His buddy from work, his friend from college, they all had marriages that

fell apart. He wiped at his eyebrows and rubbed his eyes. Everything was hazy. The steam was
swarming around the ceiling lights. He turned off the sinks and got into the shower. He
wondered which one he could live with more, living somewhere he didn't want to be or risking
having to live here alone. He wanted to stay right where he was and stop anything from
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changing, but he realized that wasn't possible. Either one would leave, or they both would. When
he finally got in the shower, he stood there under the water that had long since turned cold.
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Losing the Name of Uncle
Tyler didn't know a lot about genetics, but he knew that on some level, his children
would look like him. That much he expected, but when he looked at Jackie, he noticed that she
was beginning to adopt some of his mannerisms as well. Even at eight years old, she would copy
the way that he said words, the way that he walked, the way that he gestured wildly when he was
upset about something. Tyler found it slightly uncomfortable that the traits that once made him
individual now belonged to another person. Yet whenever someone commented on how much he
and Jackie resembled each other, Tyler felt a sense of pride.
Tyler wished that Jackie was with him now, but she was staying at her mother's house for
the weekend. As he approached the Marco's white wood porch, he wished he had been more
persuasive in arguing her attendance. He had tried to convince his ex-wife that Jackie should see
her uncle, but Sally had only reminded him that Andrew was not her real uncle.
Tyler hadn't known what to say back to the woman who had listened to him complain
about Andrew for the last ten years. But Tyler had grown up with Andrew and had insisted that
his own kids would call Andrew uncle. Recently Tyler hadn't seen a lot of Andrew, but they
occasionally talked on the phone. Each time they spoke, either Tyler or Andrew would soon
become distracted, and the conversation would become a back and forth of "mhmm" and "yeah
sure."

Andrew had called Tyler about a month ago and invited him over to the Marco's family
dinner. If Tyler was completely honest, he’d only agreed to this dinner because it had been his
turn to fade into a series of "mhmms," which had resulted in him agreeing to the invitation.
He really wasn't trying to avoid Andrew's family. There was nothing wrong with
Andrew's family, specifically. At least, they were no more wrong than any other family. Tyler
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was merely hesitant because he knew that soon after the dinner was over, he would find himself
on the other end of a phone call with his mother.
A couple of years ago, Tyler's mother had created a social media account. There was
nothing wrong with that in of itself, but now his mother was constantly sending him messages.
She’d share photos from when Tyler was a child, from her trip to the grocery store, from the day
she quit her job. Just last week, she’d even publicly informed Tyler of the fact that she was
currently on her way to take the dog to be neutered. Tyler found himself annoyed that his mother
had not invested her time into other less publicly embarrassing hobbies.
He was also annoyed because she often called him to gossip about what her friends
posted, and he knew that she’d call him as soon as Mrs. Marco’s photos uploaded. Mrs. Marco
was known to take photos when no one was looking so that she could capture a blurred profile, a
full mouth of food or a double chin. Then she would post them one after another. There was no
doubt in Tyler's mind that after his blur appeared online, his mother would call. The conversation
would then devolve into a list of complaints about "that woman."

Tyler didn't remember much about his mother and Mrs. Marco's fight. Maybe he
would’ve if at the time of the fight he hadn't been distracted by how well Legos fit together, one
held up by the other. Maybe he would’ve if he hadn't always been told not to listen to grown-up

conversation. Maybe he would’ve if the 30 years that had passed hadn't stripped away parts of
his memory.
Maybe he would’ve, but Tyler only remembered two things about the fight. One was the
way that Mrs. Marco called his mother, Taffeta. She was never Taffeta. She was just Mom or
Taffy. Tyler had watched once as a new person called her by her full name. He remembered how
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she laughed as if it hadn't mattered, but the way that her nose pinched up, deepening the valleys
of her skin, caught his eye. Her nose straightened out as she demanded that she be called Taffy in
a way that made the other person feel as though they were long-time friends.
The other thing that Tyler remembered was his own fight with Andrew. They’d been
outside sitting on Andrew's trampoline for a while, and both were sweating. When they had gone
to the door a couple of minutes before, but both of their moms told them to stay outside for a
little while longer. The moms had shut the door in their face before they could complain. They
both could see through the windows to the kitchen where Taffy was motioning wildly while Mrs.
Marco appeared to be shouting.
"What do you think they are arguing about?" Tyler asked as they watched the two women
in the kitchen.
They had been laying back, but the black netting was getting hot and they moved into a
crisscross applesauce position.
"The election," Andrew said.
"How do you know?"
"It's all my mom talks about now.” Andrew laid back again on the trampoline with his
hands folded behind his head.
"My mom talks about it a lot too," Tyler said. "She makes us talk about it at dinner."

"Who would you vote for," Andrew asked, "if you could?"
"Who would you vote for?
"I asked you first.”
"I asked you second."
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They stared at each other for a while as they jiggled with each small shift in motion.
Tyler fidgeted with the tips of his fingers but kept looking at Andrew.
"I would vote for the guy with the beard," Tyler finally said.
"Ew, why would you vote for him? My mom and dad say that he’s going to lose. Why do
you want to vote for a loser?"
"You don't know that he’s going to lose.”
"I do, too. My mom says so. She said that anyone who votes for the other guy is stupid."
"You're stupid.”
"You like the people with a donkey as a mascot. You know another word for a donkey,
an ass."
"You said the a-word." Tyler was shocked. Andrew had taught him that word earlier in
the year because Andrew's older brother liked to say that word a lot. His older brother was in
high school, which meant that he knew all of the cool words. Andrew crossed his arms at Tyler.
"Well, at least I don't like the fat team," Tyler said. "Your team has elephants, and they’re
fat. Do you want to be fat? Plus, everyone knows that my team’s the best because our colors are
blue."
"Blue is boring. Blue’s the color they paint baby boy's rooms. Red is much manlier.”
"Is not.”

"You're wearing a red shirt. Are you saying your shirt isn't manly? Besides, my mom
says that if your team wins, then she will have to give away more money, and then she won't be
able to buy me things."
"My mom says that if your team wins, someone else will make a choice about her body,"
Tyler said.
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"What kind of choice?"
"I don't know.”
Tyler and Andrew didn't talk for a while. Tyler was hoping that Andrew didn't know
what choice his mom had meant because Tyler definitely didn't know, and he didn't want to
appear stupid.
"Maybe she means that they're going to force her to eat her fruits and vegetables.”
"Probably, we have our parents to tell us to eat our fruits and vegetables. Maybe our
parents need someone to tell them to eat their fruits and vegetables. Maybe that's why everyone
complains about the government so much."
"If I was a grown-up, I wouldn't vote for the person that made me eat my fruits and
vegetables."
"Me either," Tyler said. "My mom made me eat peas last night at dinner, and they were
so gross."
"Nasty," Andrew said.
"Yeah," Tyler said, "all green foods are gross."
"I still think my team is better," Andrew said.
Tyler and Andrew just sat on the trampoline. Neither of them felt as excited about the
conversation as they had at the beginning. Now, they were just hot.

"Tyler," his mother called from the back door, "it's time to go home. Now."
Tyler crawled out of the trampoline. When he got to his mother, she grabbed his bicep
and marched him to the car, throwing out half-finished sentences with halting frustration like
trying to grasp a foreign language. She was spitting about party platforms. Tyler didn't
understand what she was talking about at the time. She reached the car and knelt. Tyler liked it
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when his mother did this. It was really the only time that he could look into her eyes. They
always showed exactly what she was thinking, and he loved getting her eyes to laugh.
"Tyler," she said, "listen to me. There are some things that two people will never be able
to agree on."
"Like what?" Tyler asked.
"Adult things," his mother said, "things that you don't need to think about yet. Just
remember that you don't have to agree with someone just because they won't agree with you."

While Tyler waited for someone to answer the door, he was slightly nervous and still
wished he had brought Jackie to dinner. He was hoping that one day Jackie and Andrew's son
William would become close friends. They’d played together before, but Tyler wanted them to
be close enough to force him and Andrew to see each other. He and Andrew had seemed to
gradually grow further and further apart into different people. It was easy to ignore when their
relationship was strictly conducted over the phone, but now that he was close to seeing Andrew,
he worried they’d have nothing to say. He felt as if the only thing that kept them together was the
fact that they’d known each other for so long. It was a familiarity that kept them as friends, even
when all the commonality was lost.
Andrew hugged him at the door before he even stepped inside. Tyler thought to himself

that it felt like Andrew had gotten larger since he had last seen him. Andrew's suit jacket hung at
his sides, and Tyler guessed that it was most likely because it wouldn't close around his middle.
Andrew had also shaved his face, which instead of making him look younger, highlighted each
of his folds and wrinkles.
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Tyler was shuffled into the living room. Everything looked the same. Each piece of
furniture seemed to have only been shifted around since the last time he visited. Andrew's father
was asleep in his chair and didn't seem bothered by the fact that neither of them attempted to
whisper.
Andrew's family had always been large. They all lived close together so that when Mrs.
Marco called for her monthly family dinners, each person could be there. Tyler could hear all of
the people chattering in the back of the house.
Instead of heading into the crowd, the two of them sat together in the front and caught up
about different things: Andrew's boss who yawns too much, Tyler's neighbor's love for the
Mama Mia soundtrack, Andrew's new prescription to prevent balding, Tyler's Great Aunt
Rebecca who was starting to decline, Jackie's new flute lessons, Andrew's son William's weird
obsession with getting the mail, the cost of college even though it was still ten years away.
"You know," Andrew said, "my mom’s really excited you agreed to come to dinner."
"I haven't seen her in so long," Tyler said. "Sometimes I wonder if I’ll run into her around
town, but I never do."
"She doesn't really go out anymore," Andrew said. "She hates to admit it, but she's
starting to lose her hearing. I keep trying to help her, but she's too proud to wear aids in public."
"Sounds like your mother," Tyler said.

"She's been having these dinners more often too," Andrew said. "She used to just have
them for holidays and birthdays, but now I get a mailed invitation at least every two weeks. She
hasn't left me alone since I arrived. I thought having the kids here would help, but she seems to
find the time to obsess over all of us."
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"Must be nice," Tyler said. "My mother ignores me completely whenever I bring Jackie
over."
"How is she?" Andrew asked. "Your mother?"
"She's doing alright," Tyler said. "Finding things to keep her busy."
"That's good," Andrew said.
Tyler and Andrew lapsed into silence. It didn't feel like the uncomfortable kind of quiet,
but they just sat there and watched Andrew's father snore in his chair.
"You know," Andrew said, leaning forward, "well, you know my mother is going to bring
it up."
"Bring what up?"
"She really does just care about you.”
"Yes?”
"She just wants what's best for you. You know," Andrew said, "we all just always
wondered. I mean, your father was a doctor, it would seem to be in his best interests to be a
Republican."
"This is about me being a Democrat?"
"Well, yeah. What else would it be? My mother thinks that you're a saint other than that."
"Does it really matter?"

"Of course, it does. Especially to her. She’ll let you know she’s been praying about you.”
"Well, I am not Democratic for my dad. I have my own opinions."
"Please," Andrew said, "every kid turns out like their parents in the end. You’re a
Democrat for your parents, just like I'm a Republican for mine. I'll bet you that your daughter’ll
be a Democrat just like you."
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"That's bull, and you know it. I'm not one because of my parents, and my daughter will
choose to be whatever she wants. I don’t follow my parent’s blindly.”
"Follow blindly? Is that what it is to value family and respect their beliefs."
"Value your family? Aren't you still cheating on your wife?"
Andrew laughed. "Because you and your wife are doing so well?" Andrew asked. "How’s
the divorce?”
"We’re figuring it out."
"Until the court decides that you and all your faulty liberal judgment aren't fit to raise a
daughter, and they award sole custody to Sally."
Tyler shot up and stared at Andrew, waited for him to say sorry, to say wait, no, sit down
as they had in the past, to brush over it, and move on. Andrew stayed seated on the couch. He
stared back at Tyler. Maybe Andrew was waiting for the same thing too, but neither one said
anything. Tyler instead went out the door and shut it. He left without letting the whole house
know that he had even arrived, without letting everyone know that the title of uncle could indeed
be stripped away slowly until the faltering of Uncle Andrew turned into Andrew and then into
Mr. Marco, without letting his mother find out that he had even gone in the first place.
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The House that Was Ours
Mama was a bastard. She shared that fact with most people much to Grandmama's
annoyance. Something in Mama took great pride in telling everyone that Grandmama had slept
with the man in the big white house.
Mama spun the story like a fairy tale. She would drop her voice and whisper as she told
people that Grandmama got kicked out of her own house at 16. At the time, Grandmama didn't
have a job or money or a place to go. But she knew there was this boy in her class that lived in
this great big house. So, one day she cornered him at school and told him she knew that they still
had help that lived at the house and that she needed a place to go. She started living and working
there, and eventually, he fell in love with her. He left for college right before Grandmama found
out she was pregnant. Mama said she remembers living in that house when she was really
young.
Mama talked about the house a great deal because, to her, that house was our entitlement.
She told me about the sinks inside the house that sat on the counter instead of in. She told me
about the old tree out back that wound over itself so thick that she could once fully hide behind
it.
Each time she told me the story, Grandmama would shake her head, roll her eyes and
whisper to me, "don't listen to all that talk, baby girl." For a while, I thought it better to side with

Mama, to sit and want that house and know it would one day be ours.
When I was young, Mama and I would park out front each time we drove by the gated
yard. It was directly on our way to school, so each day before and after, we would plan on taking
a second to stop. Mama would pretend to point out something new as if it had not been there all
along.
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"Dutchie," she would say, "look at that grass, those trees, the distressed brick."
At first, I would listen to her with rapt attention taking in the size of the three-story home.
But soon I grew to see an aging structure the color of the sky right before it rained. Sometimes I
could see them inside. Mama never mentioned them when they were home, she simply pretended
they didn't exist, but I saw them. I saw his wife, the old woman who could have been my
grandmother. She would have been beautiful if she didn't think that beauty was the same as
youth. She was always in the sitting room drinking wine in the mornings while we were on our
way to school. On our way home, she was usually out, but we could see people working in the
yard. In the beginning, they stared at Mama and me, but as I got older, the less and less they
noticed.
We never saw him on our daily route, the man that was my grandfather. Occasionally if
we stopped by on a Sunday, he’d be sitting on the porch, but it was so far set back that even if
Mama had screamed, her voice would’ve been lost to the wind.
I often looked for people my age or even someone close to Mama's, but there was never
anyone around. Mama said that Grandfather and his wife never had kids. They lived in that big
house by themselves, and so it seemed reasonable that when he died, the house would go to
Mama and me.

Growing up, I thought it wholly unfair that I’d never seen the inside. I would whine to
Mama, but she would always say, don't worry, baby girl, when it’s ours, you can see the inside
all you want.
She told me about seven portraits that lined the stairs, especially the one of Great Uncle
Earnest. According to her, many of the people on the wall were deceased family members, but
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Great Uncle Earnest was neither of those things. Mama said that Great Uncle Ernest called
himself a religious runaway, a man who moved every so often in search of a god that would
provide for the penurious without asking for anything in return. He’d stay no longer than 12
days, 12 weeks or 12 months in one place. He believed that 12 was a holy number.
Before his departure after his 12th week, Great Uncle Earnest hung an unframed picture
on the staircase in-between George Frankville III and George Frankville IV. In the portrait, he
was balding, dressed in a purple velour tracksuit, a black top hat and a pair of tortoiseshell
glasses. Mama said our family would’ve taken down the portrait had Great Uncle Ernest not
plastered it to the lavender floral wallpaper.
When I was little, we used to get letters that were written in purple pen from Great Uncle
Earnest. Mama made a big show whenever they came and would read me what they said. As a
child, I held on to those letters to the fact that maybe one day, the great white house would
belong to us. But the truth was that perhaps that house and the family inside should belong to us,
but they didn't. While mama was so very sure that we’d end up there one day, we shared a small
house, Mama, Grandmama and me. Mama got one room, Grandmama got the other, and I got the
bed inside the couch in the middle of them both. That was our house.

Mama held on to the big house even when I was in high school. She refused to let me

have friends over. She said that I’d have to wait until we lived in that big white house, and then I
could have as many friends over as I wanted. When we have that big house, she would say. After
a while, I stopped believing that we were gonna have that house. After a while, I stopped
wanting Mama to idle there every day on the way to and from school. I started to ask
Grandmama to pick me up.
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She’d show up in her little blue car that was too close to the ground. The paint on the
front passenger door didn’t match the doors to the backseat. The inside smelled like peppermint.
We still took the same way home, the same way that passed the big house, but we never
stopped.
"You know what bothers me?" Grandmama asked on our way home from school.
"A lot of things?" I said.
Grandmama hmphed but continued, "I hate that people think I’m so sweet."
"Who thinks you're sweet?"
"Not me specifically," Grandmama said. "Old people in general. People think that old
people are sweet."
"I don't think that anyone who’s met you would think that all old people are sweet."
"Well, we're not. All of us have lived lives full of horrible incidents. People just think that
we’re decent because they didn't have to deal with the repercussions of our poor decisions."
"Did you make horrible decisions?"
It was hard to imagine Grandmama doing much of anything. She wasn't always sweet,
but she was much meaner with her words than she ever was with her actions. She would jab,
complain and criticize all from the safety of her chair.
"Quite frequently, still do, and you will too."

"How’d you know?" I didn't like the certainty with which she spoke.
"Everyone makes horrible decisions that hurt someone. You don't live in a vacuum."
"I know that.”
"Then make sure you can live with your decisions because some people won't be able to.”
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I didn't have much to say to Grandmama after that. She played with her bangles that
crawled up her arms. She said that they hid how her skin had changed, but really, I think she just
wanted something to do with her hands. She always moved her hands.

Grandmama seemed eager for Mama to get home from work, which seemed weird
because Grandmama was never eager for Mama to get back. But today she sat in the kitchen,
which faced the front door and tapped her pack of cigarettes, flipping the ends in her hand. We
never knew when Mama would be home because the bus was often late now that Grandmama
was using the car to pick me up. When my mother finally walked in the door, she was still
wearing her Bob's Pest Control uniform. Grandmama said that it was a waste working at Bob's
because mom could’ve been something more. Grandmama always offered the suggestion of
being a receptionist because, according to her, my mother had the face for it.
My mother always took that to mean that she was so ugly that she should stick to
answering phones, but I don't think that Grandmama meant it that way. I think that my mother
could’ve been a receptionist because when she smiled being around her was easy. The problem
was that when she didn't, she could suck all the comfort into the hallows of her cheeks.
When Mama got home, she clomped to the fridge in her work boots and pulled out
meatloaf. She quickly warmed it in the microwave before she sat down at the table.

"I picked up Dutchie from school today," Grandmama said.
"Good," Mama said, not looking up.
"We were on our way back, you know," Grandmama said, "and I saw the strangest
thing."
"What?" Mama asked, pushing food around the plate.
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"They've gone and put up a for-sale sign in the Frankville yard," Grandmama said.
Mama stopped eating but still didn't look up from her plate. I stared at her, waiting for her
to do something, to storm off, to start screaming. She didn't. I thought I would’ve been upset,
too, that Grandmama's announcement would make me feel something. But all I felt was worry.
"I don't believe you.” Mama went back to eating her meatloaf.
"Don't believe me?"
"You're just trying to get a rise out of me. Dutchie, is your Grandmama telling the
truth?"
"I don't know," I mumbled. "I wasn't paying attention."
"Why not?"
"Didn't know I needed to," I said, creaking and sinking into the old wicker chair.
She walked into her room and shut the door. Mama got up from the table, sliding her
chair and leaving it in the middle of the walkway.
"Where are you going?" Grandmama called.
Mama didn't answer, so Grandmama got up from the table, and we both followed her into
the bedroom. She repeated the question so that Mama couldn't avoid it with all of us crammed in
one room.
"We’re going to see," Mama said.

"We?" Grandmama asked.
"Dutchie and I."
"Oh, Mama,” I said, “we really don't have to. What does it matter anyway?"
"What does it matter?" Mama asked. "That house was supposed to be ours, that's what
matters."
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"That house wasn't ever going to be yours," Grandmama said.
"It should be," Mama said. "It could have been mine and Dutchie's. It could have been if
you did things the right way."
"You're a delusional girl," Grandmama said, "and you filled Dutchie's head with
delusions. There wasn’t a right way to do things. There was just this way.”
Grandmama came up really close to me. "Listen to me, Dutchie," she said, "Your
Mama’s gone crazy. Those letters we get from Great Uncle Ernest. She was writing them. She
was trying to make you feel like you actually belonged there. There’s no Great Uncle Ernest.
That family does not tolerate things that aren't neat, that don't fit into their box. That’s why you
and your Mama won't ever get that house."
Mama yanked me away from Grandmama. "Don't listen to her, Dutchie," she said.
"Is it true?" I asked.
Grandmama left the room with a smirk. I followed Mama, trying to get her to answer me.
I walked behind the curtain between the bathroom and the bedroom. The door had broken a long
time ago, and Mama had hung up a shower curtain in its place. Mama was putting on makeup,
her face highlighted in a yellow light that showed off the palm tree printed wallpaper.
"You should get ready too, Dutchie," Mama said, ignoring me. "Wear something nice."
"Like what?"

"Like that skirt I got you last Christmas," Mama said. "I don't care, just something so we
look nice."
"Are we really going?"
"Dutchie, just get dressed." She slammed her brush onto the counter, and the loose
powder floated into the air like dandelion fuzz. I left her room and threw on the dress Mama
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bought me when she thought we could start being a family that went to church. When Mama
came out of her room, she looked nice in a navy skirt with her receptionist smile. She gathered
her things into her purse and grabbed my hand.
"You girls really going?" Grandmama yelled from the spot stained suede chair where she
was sitting with a lit cigarette between her fingers.
The whole while over I didn't say anything because Mama's smile wasn't the kind to be
interrupted. It was the kind of smile that came from whatever was going on inside her head, the
kind of smile oblivious to the outside. So, we drove in silence.
Mama circled our big white house and finally pulled behind it on a gravel road. All of the
lights were off. Mama got out of the car and left me with nothing to do but sit in the car or follow
her. I wanted to stay behind, but the further and further she got into the dark, the more nervous I
became. I started to follow her. I tried not to make any noise. After all this time of wanting to see
the inside of the house, with it being right there, I felt like I couldn't go to it. As if after I saw it,
we wouldn't have anything to want anymore. I crept as Mama peered in all of the windows that
spanned the height of the wall on the first floor from bottom to top. Mama pressed her face
against the glass squishing her skin. I still couldn't see inside.
"It's empty," she whispered.
"We should go," I said.

I don't think she heard me. She was still standing at the windows bouncing between each
one as if they were funhouse mirrors showing her something better. It was colder than I thought
it would be, and I hugged my arms around myself.
"Everything's gone," she said again.
"Mama," I said, rubbing the fabric on my arms. "What if someone comes back?"
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"Ain't no one coming back," she said. "We should buy it."
She left the windows and stomped through the lawn to the front where the for-sale sign
stood. I looked at those windows again, waiting, trying to see inside from where I stood. I
couldn't. I followed Mama into the front, and when I met her, she was writing the phone number
of the realtor down.
"Mama," I said.
"We could get a good deal on it," she said. Mama grasped the sign by the sides and pulled
it out of the ground. There was mud sticking to the spikes that were in the dirt.
"Mama, what are you doing?"
"I'm going to see the realtor in the morning. Nobody is going to get there before me."
Mama marched back to the car; the for-sale sign stuck out in front of her.

Mama went to see the realtor the next morning. She woke me up, had me put on the same
clothes that I wore to the house the night before, and loaded the sign back in the car. Grandmama
sat at the kitchen table and watched but didn't say anything. She shook her head and went back to
her coffee.
"Mama, what’re we doing, bringing the sign to the office?"
"You'll see baby girl," Mama said. She didn't say anything else on the way to the realtor's

office. She turned on the radio, and we listened to the sounds of advertisements and
commercials. When we pulled in the parking lot, there was no one there.
"Mama," I said, "what time does it open?"
"At nine."
"That's an hour from now."
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"I told you no one was going to get here first."
I got out of the car and leaned against the hood while Mama sat in the air conditioning.
Even though I was starting to sweat, I was too proud to get back in the car. When I was little, I
had wanted that house as bad as Mama, but now all I wanted was to go home. I didn't want to be
outside, chasing some guy down with a muddy sign. I sat in the sun for an hour until the first car
pulled in. Mama was out of the car before I stood straight up.
"I wanna buy that house," Mama shouted across the parking lot.
"I'm sorry?"
"The Frankville house, it's my house, and I'm going to buy it."
She pulled the sign out of the back seat and stood with it in front of her. The realtor came
and stood on the other side. Even though the man was much shorter than Mama, he drew himself
up and laughed.
"Ms.…?" he asked.
"Pickle."
"Ms. Pickle, if you don't mind me saying so, you can’t afford that house." He looked
from her Bob's Pest Control jumpsuit to the little blue car.
"I can get a loan," Mama said. "I can get the money."
The realtor nodded and smiled in what tried to be an appeasing manner that did nothing

other than condescend.
"I'll have that house," Mama said.
"I'm sure you will ma'am," he said. "Now, I got a busy day at work today, so if you'll
excuse me."
"What do I have to do?" Mama asked. "To get the house."
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"Pray for an act of God," he said, smiling at his own ingenuity. He shut the door to the
office, and I heard the lock click.

The realtor had been right. No one was willing to loan Mama the money to cover one of
the most expensive homes around. Over the next couple of months, Mama woke me out of bed in
the middle of the night to help take the for-sale signs out of the yard. Grandmama sat up until we
left each night and then went to bed, shaking her head. She and Mama still hadn't talked. I didn't
go with Mama because I wanted the house. I went with Mama because she wanted the house too
much. Mama and I stole signs until the house sold to a family from Connecticut. The husband
was a physician, and he had a wife and two daughters.
For the next couple of years, Mama insisted that the doctor's office 30 minutes down the
road offered a higher quality of care. She still drove by the house quite frequently, but she had
stopped talking about it, and the letters from Great Uncle Ernest stopped coming.
Finally, a couple of years after I left home, I convinced Mama to let me buy her a
different house. At this point, I had already bought mine. It was small, far enough away from
home, but close enough that I could check on Mama if I needed to.
Before I could buy my own home, I had to stop by one last time to see the house that my
Mama still wanted. I had to see what held her there, but all I saw was what my mother couldn't

have. There was a house, but there was also a man and a woman who waited outside for their
children to come home on the school bus. A family that sat down to eat what they cooked. I
hated that house that should have been ours, not because it wasn't but because it was. It was the
things inside it that we didn't have.
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Grandma got an Instagram
Nicole sat outside of the restaurant on the porch. It was decorated in a black and white
checkers and the people seated at the restaurant were the kind of people who wore suits, heels
and dresses. Nicole was dressed in black slacks and a long white coat. All of it was linen so that
she wouldn’t sweat in the middle of June. She had taken off her hat and hung it on the end of her
wicker chair to let her face roast in the sun. She figured that she already had wrinkles, so there
was no more damage the sun could do. When she was in the sun, she didn’t feel as old as she
actually was. She didn’t know if the sun made her happier or if there really was something about
it made her feel younger. She would have thought something would have made her feel old at
some point, but now at 75 wasn’t sure what that was. Even standing at Jamie’s funeral, she never
got the feeling that they had lived a long life together. She just felt like they needed longer. She
felt like they were still young and too much time had been taken. She never wanted to be thought
of as an older woman, so she smiled as she waited on her daughter and granddaughter.
She thought about Jamie while she waited. Thought about the first time she’d met him.
She was modeling at the time, though with limited success. She’d gone out with her
photographer that swore they were always one shot away from making it big. She let him dream
for her because she didn’t really care where she was going at the time. They were sitting at a bar
when she met Jamie. She was uncomfortable and she sat alone drinking club soda with lime, so

she could pretend it was alcohol. He was drunk and didn’t say two words that she could
coherently understand. She left him falling off a barstool to go home.
She never made it big, but her photo started getting around town and most people who
lived there started to recognize her. She was walking around the store in the section with the
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butter when Jamie came up to her. He asked her if she remembered him. She said he would’ve
had better luck if she didn’t.
It turned out that he didn’t need luck. All he needed was time.
“Mom,” Stephanie said as she walked in. Nicole looked at her only daughter and saw a
lot of her late husband. She saw the worry lines and the way that they both held their arms when
they walked.
“Stephanie,” she said.
She stood as they got closer to the table and gave them a hug. Her granddaughter ran
towards her and wrapped her arms around her and squeezed. She kissed Stephanie on the cheek.
“Hey, Grandma,” Molly said.
“Were you waiting long?” Stephanie asked.
“Oh, no. This place is just perfect for pictures though, so I got here for a little photoshoot
before our meeting. I haven’t been waiting long though.”
“A photoshoot?”
“That’s so cool,” Molly said.
“Are you still doing that social media modeling thing?”
“Yes, it’s quite fun. How are my two favorite girls?”
“We’re doing good,” Stephanie said. “William got a promotion at work, and Molly is

about to start looking at colleges soon.”
“Really?” Nicole said.
“Emphasis on start,” Molly said. “So don’t even think about asking which one I want to
go to.”
Nicole laughed at her.
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“Mom, what on earth could you be doing on Instagram?”
“Well I was doing promotional photos for the restaurant today. Tomorrow, I’m modeling
some clothing for a local designer. He only makes clothes that are orange. It should be
interesting. I would’ve never said that I would wear a completely orange outfit. I may look like a
traffic cone.”
“I’ve been keeping up with you on Instagram,” Molly said.
“Have you?” Nicole said.
“Of course,” Molly said, “You know there’s nothing more embarrassing than having less
followers on Instagram than your own grandmother.”
Nicole laughed.
“Seriously,” Molly said. “Mom, do you even know how many followers grandma has?”
“I don’t even know how social media works,” Stephanie said.
“She has over 200K followers.”
“Really?” Stephanie said. “That seems like a lot.”
“Duh.”
“It isn’t that big of a deal.”
“How often do you post on that thing?” Stephanie asked.
“About three to four times a week. The goal of course is once a day, but I would rather

have good content a few times a week rather than average content every day.”
“What do you do on there?”
“Just talk mainly. The first post, goodness gracious, I cringe to think about that first one. I
posted a picture of me and a sunset and commented on one of the sappiest things possible. I’ve
gotten much better since then let me assure you.”
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“I want to be able to do what you do,” Molly said. “Is it weird just talking to a camera?”
“Not really. Helps break up how quiet my house is these days.”
“Did you see they don’t want other people to see how many likes you get either?”
“That’s so that people stop comparing themselves to others.”
“I know, but I like being nosy and seeing how many likes people have.”
“I have to turn off my like notifications.”
“Do you get negative comments a lot?”
“Not really. Sometimes though if I’m having a bad week, I’ll disable commenting just so
that I can have a break. For the most part, people don’t want to insult an older woman. Though
sometimes, I get something that says I’m too old to be online.”
“Please, you probably know more than most people my age. You definitely know more
than most people mom's age. You should see her friends when they all get together to learn how
to do Facebook.”
“I could teach you of course,” Nicole said turning to Stephanie.
“So could I mom,” Molly said. “Grandma and I could do it together.”
“Thank you both, but really I’m much too busy for social media.”
“But mom,” Molly said, “they say that now you need to have a good, strong social media
presence when applying for colleges and jobs. Most people look at social media and if you have

bad social media it can hurt you, but if you have good social media it can help.”
“I’m not applying for any jobs, Love.”
“It’s never too late to look. I always hear you tell dad that your boss is an asshole.”
“Molly, you should not be eavesdropping.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” Molly’s phone began to ring. “Mom can I get this?” Molly asked.
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“We’re having a family lunch,” Stephanie said, “so make it quick.”
Molly got up and ran out of the restaurants gated porch and onto the sidewalk. Nicole and
Stephanie could see her from the table. They watched her for a second as she moved while she
talked on the phone.
“You look like you’re doing well,” Stephanie said.
“I am,” Nicole said. “I really am.”
“And this Instagram thing,” Stephanie said, “it makes you happy?”
“I don’t know if it makes me happy,” Nicole said, “but I feel like my life has direction
again. I feel like I know what I’m doing when I wake up in the morning.”
“Don’t you miss him?” Stephanie said.
“Of course,” Nicole said. “It's one of those things that just hits me at random times.”
“Then how do you look so happy?”
“Stephanie,” Nicole said.
“No,” Stephanie said, “I know it's not fair, but how do you look like everything in your
life has just fallen perfectly into place only a year after dad passed away?”
“Everything’s not perfectly into place,” Nicole said.
Nicole wanted to get mad at Stephanie for thinking that everything was perfectly in place,
but all it did was make her miss Jamie more. He had always wanted things organized and

simplistic. When she and Jamie first moved into a new home together before Stephanie was
born, they emptied the rented truck and set all the boxes down without unpacking. Nicole had
called pizza for dinner, and when it got there they sat on boxes and ate in the bare rooms.
“How do you know I’m not going to break something in this box?” Jamie had said.
“By sitting on it?”
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“Yes.”
“I hate to break it to you, but you barely weigh more than me. If I won’t break the box by
sitting on it, there’s no way you will.”
“You don’t know that.” Jamie flushed like he always did when someone mentioned the
fact that he was thin.
He joined her, sitting on one of the boxes with the word office in black letters slanted
across the cardboard. When they had finished the pizza, Jamie noticed that they had left grease
fingerprints all along the side of the boxes. Nicole had laughed and got up from her box.
“Where are you going?” Jamie asked.
“Bed.”
“Right now?”
“What do you mean right now? It’s late.”
“But we have all these boxes.”
“And?”
“We can’t leave them sitting out before we go to bed.”
“You expect us to unpack all of these before sleeping?”
“Why not?”
“I’m tired.”

“I won’t be able to sleep knowing it’s not all in its place.”
“Well, I will.”
“Fine.”
Jamie started to open the first box that he found. It wasn’t the box he had been sitting on.
Instead it was a box with kitchen supplies. Nicole left him pulling out bowls and went to find the
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mattress that was laying on the master floor. She thought he was crazy, being unable to simply
leave the boxes and go to bed. She had no trouble leaving him to his insanity. She had gone to
bed, but she woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of something crashing to the floor.
She jumped out of bed frightened by new sounds in a new home. Jamie ran in the room.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I found the lamp and then knocked it over.”
“You’re still up?”
“I’m not going to bed until I have then at least mostly in place.”
Nicole glared at him before getting out of bed to join him in the den. He actually had put
away more things than she expected for the night.
“I’ll never understand you,” Nicole said.
“You think I understand you? Being able to just go on like everything around you isn’t a
chaotic mess?”
They had worked through the night and through most of the next day trying to get things
mostly unpacked to the point where he could leave them alone. Jamie was the one who couldn’t
leave anything unfinished, and she continually tried to pull him away and keep him moving
when things popped up that didn’t have any neat ending.
Nicole looked back to her daughter who had inherited Jamie’s inability to leave things
alone.

“I still don’t get it,” Stephanie said. “Why social media? Isn’t that for kids?”
“Maybe it's for kids,” Nicole said, “and I may be old, but I don’t have to act like an old
person.”
“But you are an adult, an older adult.”
“You do know that I modeled before you were born too.”
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“But that's just it mom, it was before I was born. That was so long ago.”
“I’m not a dinosaur.”
“I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that dad died a year ago and you decide that now you
want to be famous. Are you trying to do all the things dad stopped you from doing?”
“Your father didn’t stop me from doing anything. I stopped doing it because I didn’t need
it in my life to feel fulfilled. But I’m 75 and alone now. I’m not planning on dying anytime soon
and I wanted to do something I loved. I didn’t realize it bothered you so much.”
“It doesn’t bother me, Mom. It just seems strange that you and Molly are on a closer
wavelength than you and I are.”
“Then get on her wavelength. Talk about some of the things she likes.”
“I’m not an Instagram model.”
“You don’t have to be. Just learn how to use it a little or learn how to talk about it. You
don’t actually have to do anything.”
“Social media is dangerous for kids her age.”
“She’s about to go to college, Stephanie.”
“Do you know how many strangers she could meet online that would want to hurt her?”
“Hunny, she’s going to use it no matter what. It’s safer to learn to use it with her so that
she knows what she’s doing.”

“I just don’t like it.”
Molly walked back to the table.
“What did I miss?” She asked, dropping down into her seat.
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“Well,” Nicole said, “I was just telling your mom that I’m about to start working on a
partnership with a fashion designer and I have a meeting at their headquarters next week. I
wanted to know if you wanted to come with me.”
“Are you for real?” Molly asked.
“Of course,” Nicole said.
“Absolutely,” she yelled hopping up and throwing her arms around Nicole.

When Nicole got back to the house that night, she sat in bed and scrolled through her
Instagram feed. She checked on how her posts were doing and answered some emails and direct
messages about working with different companies. She yawned and shut the lid to her laptop.
She moved to get up in the way that the doctor had shown her wouldn’t hurt her back and walked
to the closet. She reached inside and rifled through some of her dresses. She chose a dress that
was simple with three different shades of blue that were blocked off and descended down in
stripes that darkened towards the navy at the bottom. She placed the dress on a chair in her
bedroom and then went back to the closet. She pulled out a white button down and a pair of jeans
and set them next to her dress on the chair. She climbed back into bed on her side and left
Jamie’s side of the bed tucked in and empty.
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There was a time when everyone asked me if I was going to try and get my parent’s back
together, if I thought that I could “parent trap” them into loving each other again. It never
occurred to me to try. I didn’t want my parents back together again. It wasn’t that I didn’t love
them. Instead it was that I did, and I knew that they were much happier this way than before.
The divorce isn’t the hard part -- it’s being in the middle. If your parents live together,
then you’re going to see them for Christmas and Thanksgiving and birthdays and Easter.
Instead, I grew up picking which one I would spend that holiday with. It became about who loved
who more. If I chose one, then I must love them more than the other. It was never spoken but I
could see in the hurt as I picked one over the other.
That is what a lot of life becomes about as you grow older too. Trying to discern who
loves who and by how much. The thing about being in the middle is that there isn’t an easy way
to love people equally. Love isn’t equal. It doesn’t happen in a cookie cutter. If it did love would
be easy. Instead love is like the Constitution of the United States. A weird comparison I’m sure,
but like the constitution, people have written what love is over and over and over again. People
have memorized what love should be, and like those that claim the Constitution is a living
document so is love. What people consider love to be today is different than what it would have
been 50 years ago. We see proof of that in how our society changes. And there is some of that
here. So, I wrote about these four women and how they challenged that cookie cutter view of

love, and how they became the reason that I wasn’t planning on “parent trapping” my family
back together. The divorce part was always there, and it will always be important in how it made
me unsure of how to love without hurting someone and how it stuck me in the middle. But I
decided a while ago, that as I gained two more grandmothers it wouldn’t be about my parents. It
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would be about how to love unequally and how to love each person in the way they needed to be
loved because there was a time when I needed to be loved a certain way too.
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Herding Cats
Harper wonders if people find it strange that she’s at a restaurant with four older
women. As she waits to be seated, she considers that maybe people think that she’s there with
her grandparents and her husband's grandparents. It seems like a more logical conclusion than
people assuming that she has four grandparents herself. She imagines walking into the restaurant
and explaining it to the hostess who will lead them to their table. He’ll look at her with questions
in his eyes. Maybe he’ll say What are you ladies celebrating tonight? Yes, then Harper could
explain. She’ll tell him that she has four grandmothers. Maybe she could throw in a joke.
Something like Oh thank goodness I didn’t bring along the four grandfathers as well otherwise
we may take up half the restaurant. She shakes her head, that would sound stupid.
She has a hard-enough time explaining it to her own friends who have known her for
years. Her parents had gotten divorced when she was four. Grandmother Harriet is her mom’s
mom. Granny Carrie is her dad’s mom. Gigi is her stepdad’s mom, and Grandma Maude is her
stepmom’s mom. Grandmother Harriet is always formal and even though she’s dying, she will
dryly mention it as if it’s some academic commentary. Granny Carrie would have brought the
dog and probably would have handed it to the waiter when she went on her smoke break if
Harper hadn’t insisted that it stayed in the room. Of course, Gigi will probably forget her order
as soon as the waiter comes to take it. Grandma Maude’s a little more carefree than the others.

Harper prepares herself to tell the waiter all of this and prepares herself to need to offer
him a large tip if they all make it through the dinner. She knows that she should keep it simpler
because the waiter doesn’t need too much of her personal life. Grandmother Harriet is formal.
Granny Carrie is a smoker. Gigi is forgetful and Grandma Maude is fun. Maybe that’s enough
for him to understand what he’s about to go through.
49

When they’re shown to their table, the waiter doesn’t look at her like she’s strange. He
doesn’t question why they’re all together. He doesn’t converse with them at all. He shows them
to a circular table in the back of the restaurant by large windows that would have let in a lot of
light if the sun hadn’t already set. He pulls out their chairs without making eye contact and rattles
off some of the specials for the night. He removes Harper’s napkin so that he can go replace it
with a black one to match her dress and he’s gone. Harper sighs in relief that she doesn’t have to
explain it all and mentally laughs at herself for preparing the spiel.
They all sit around the table together probably for the last time, and Harper knows that
she should appreciate that they came for her. She had asked them to get together before she left
to go out of the country and overseas for a three-year program.
Of course, Grandmother Harriet told Harper’s mother that a girl’s trip was the lazy
way to say goodbye to her grandmothers. Grandmother Harriet is dying, but it isn’t the kind of
dying that’s quick. It’s the slow drawn out kind, and to Harper, Grandmother Harriet seems all
too happy about the fact that it gives her more time to make unreasonably high demands. For the
first time in her life, no one can tell her they’re absurd. It’s the reason that Harper had taken an
extra trip out to Indianapolis just to see her. So of course, her three other grandmothers began
their complaints about the individual trip with “I completely understand but…”
Harper invited them all out to a resort in Pennsylvania. It was tucked away in the

middle of nowhere and looked as if the Biltmore had been significantly shrunk and plopped into
the woods in Pennsylvania. There’s a large main hotel in the middle and it’s framed by different
buildings. The grandmothers and Harper are staying in the condos off to the right of the main
building. On the left are buildings that hold the spa, a casino, restaurants, pools and other
entertainment facilities. The entire property is wrapped inside a golf course and a buffalo park. It
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would have been impossible to walk from one end to the other. Harper had been once before and
she wanted to go back because she hoped that it would give them a chance to untangle
themselves from the reality of normal life. There is nothing else out for forty-five minutes.
The five of them had decided to eat at one of the nice restaurants. There are a couple
sprinkled throughout the resort. For this one though, they had to drive from their condo to the
other side. The restaurant is in the same building that housed the spa in the back, so when Harper
walked in the door it smelled like body oil. The smell disappears as they entered the restaurant.
The room is a shade of dark grey with low ceilings that makes it feel smaller. The candlelight
may have been romantic for someone there, but instead it has all five of them pulling out their
flashlights to read the menus. Their lights flicker off of golden accents.
Harper wonders why she thought that the middle of nowhere Pennsylvania was an
ideal place for a girl’s trip. Already, Granny Carrie has made two inappropriate comments about
Amish people. But Harper had come up here with an ex-boyfriend before, and she hadn’t liked or
disliked him enough to prevent her from coming back. Of course, they’re staying in a different
part of the property than she had stayed in for the romantic weekend getaway. Instead, they’re
staying in a three-bedroom townhome style condo. Grandmother Harriet has her own room
which again prompted the other grandmothers to say, “I completely understand but…” Harper is
staying with Granny Carrie as Gigi and Maude refused to “suffocate in a cloud of cigarette

smoke.” No one is supposed to smoke in the condo anyway, but Granny Carrie insists that she
found room spray that completely covers the scent. It just smells like bleach.
“I cannot believe we were 20 minutes late, and they still sat us,” Grandmother Harriet
says.
“We weren’t that late,” Granny Carrie says.
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“We would have been on time if you had not refused to get dressed simply because I
suggested some tips.”
“Suggested some tips? You told me that I was going to die if I didn’t start taking
supplements.”
“And your response was to go outside in your robe and throw a fit.”
“I wasn’t naked under the robe.”
“Yes, that was the part that offended me, not the childish behavior. God forbid you could
have been naked under a robe.”
Harper had hoped that the argument would have not resurfaced at dinner. It had
continued in the car, past the main building, even as she tried to point out buffalo, when she
pulled up at the restaurant and the valet took her keys until they got to the door. The two of them
continue to bicker back and forth at each other from across the table as Gigi leans into her so that
no one else can hear them.
“If this keeps up we’ll never make it through dinner,” Gigi says.
“I know.”
“I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”
“Do you remember that time that we were at dinner with Mom and Grant right after they
got married? The couple at the table next to us argued so loudly that we couldn’t even hear each

other.”
“Of course. I think I just nodded my head to whatever. You could’ve been asking me if I
hated children and I would’ve nodded yes. But I heard all about how underappreciated he felt.”
“And we were supposed to be having a celebratory dinner too.”
“We were? What were we celebrating again?”
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“Mom and Grant had just married.”
“That’s right I’d forgotten.”
Granny Carrie slams her glass of water down and sloshes it onto the white tablecloth.
Harper watches as the cloth becomes translucent and the wood underneath starts to appear. She
looks up at her grandmother with her eyes wide.
“Granny,” Harper says.
“I’m not an idiot,” Granny Carrie says.
“Then maybe you can behave like a civilized human being,” Grandmother Harriet says.
“I already need a break from you and we’ve been here for five minutes. I’m going to
smoke.”
Harper runs her hands through her hair as Granny Carrie shoves her chair out from
behind her. It would have made an atrocious sound, but it is muffled by the carpeting. Instead the
chair catches and sputters as she tries to move it away from the table. When she walks out the
door, Grandmother Harriet bends over to pick up the napkin that had tumbled from Granny
Carrie’s lap. She uses it to soak up some of the water on the table.
“Well,” Grandma Maude says, “I think we all need a glass of wine. Does anyone have a
preference?”
“Red is fine with me,” Harper says.

“I don’t drink,” Gigi says.
“My medication does not allow me to consume alcohol,” Grandmother Harriet says.
“Looks like it’s just me and you then kid,” Grandma Maude says.
“A glass or a bottle?” Harper says.
“The fact that you even have to ask,” Grandma Maude says.
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The waiter comes back, and Harper orders a bottle for the two of them. She tells the
waiter that he can remove all of the glasses other than hers and Grandma Maude’s. Grandmother
Harriet stops the waiter before he can take away Granny Carrie’s glass and announces that she’s
sure to want a drink. She tries to say it like she disapproves, but Harper is embarrassed she forgot
to think about Granny Carrie. When the wine arrives, the waiter pours it into their glasses as
Granny Carrie comes back.
“Thank god there’s wine.” She takes a sip from the wine glass while standing. When she
finally sits down, Grandma Maude lifts her glass from the table.
“A toast to new adventures even if they mean you’re leaving us all behind.”
They all raise wine and water glasses. Harper wonders if people over at the next table can
hear them. Harper tries to ignore how loud she thinks they are being as she takes a large sip.
Grandmother Harriet places her water glass back down and straightens her posture. She carefully
folds her hands and puts them in her lap. Granny Carrie leans far back in her seat and crosses her
arms against her chest with her wine still in her right fist. Grandma Maude adds some more wine
to her glass and launches into a story about the road trip that her and Grandpa took over the
summer. Gigi smiles at Harper and looks off into the restaurant.
Part of Harper wishes that time would stop. It’s not that she doesn’t want to leave,
because she knows she needs something new, but she’s scared that her grandmothers may be

right. This may be the last time that they all get together. Of course, they rarely ever got together
anyway, but it’s more the assurance that they could if they wanted to. It isn’t that she would
never come back, and there would be ways to still keep in touch, but she knew what would
happen. She would get busy. They would get busy. Then, at some point, going a month without
talking wouldn’t be that long anymore. Gigi would forget Harper’s phone number even if it was
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programmed in her phone. Grandmother Harriet would stop informing her of her process towards
death, especially as she got closer. Grandma Maude would forget to ask about her new
adventures and get back to making her own. Granny Carrie would forget to check in because she
would get busy trying to corral that insane dog.
“I wish you’d have let me bring the dog.”
“To dinner?” Grandmother Harriet asks.
“Of course.”
“Why?”
“I bring the dog everywhere.”
“That’s unsanitary.”
“Has anyone decided on what to eat?” Harper asks.
“I think I’m going to go to the restroom before we order,” Gigi says.
“Why don’t you order and then go?” Grandmother Harriet asks.
“Oh, I won't be long,” Gigi says.
Gigi pushes herself up on the arms of the chair and walks across the restaurant. Harper
watches as she is pointed down the hall by one of the waiters and then she looks back to the
women seated with her. Grannie Carrie fidgets with the little votive candles in the center of the
table. She runs her fingers just above the top of the flames. Grandmother Harriet angles her body

away from Granny Carrie.
“Did you know that when I wasn’t much younger than you?” Grandma Maude asks. “I
decided that I was going to leave home and go live in the middle of nowhere in an old cabin and
isolate myself. I thought it would make me a serious environmentalist.”
“How did it go?” Harper asks.
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“I walked into town after a week and used a pay phone to call my dad. I told him to
come pick me up because I wanted a hot bath.”
“What did he say?”
“That I got myself out there and I could get myself back home if I was ready. Then he
hung up on me. I was so mad I waited another three days before trying to figure out how to get
home.”
The four women laugh. They continue to talk a little bit, the kind of talking that centers
around family and their own experiences. They make it through the conversation with Granny
Carrie and Grandmother Harriet only snapping at each other twice. They wait too. When they
send the waiter from the table three separate times and on the third time, Harper is thinking she
may need to pull him aside now and have that conversation that she mentally planned at first.
They’re waiting on Gigi to come back. They keep waiting. They wait so long Harper starts
tracing the carpet pattern with the toe of her shoe.
“Where on earth did that woman go?” Granny Carrie says. “I’m getting hungry.”
“I’m sure she’ll be back in a second,” Harper says.
“Well, I’m going out for another smoke.”
“What if she comes back?”
”You’re paying right?”

“Yes.”
“Then just order me the most expensive thing they got, but nothing weird. I didn’t
come all the way up here to eat something like pig’s feet.”
Harper watches as Granny Carrie walks away.
“Why don’t you go see if she’s in the bathroom?” Grandma Maude says.
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“Will you both be okay if I leave you here for a second?”
“Of course, we aren’t going to wander off.”
Harper gets up from her seat. She walks towards the hostess stand at the front and then
down a long hallway lined with pictures of famous people that have eaten at the restaurant. At
the end of the hallway are two frosted doors. Harper goes into the one marked for women. It’s
one of the nicer ones with marble looking floors and a vanity that comes stocked with feminine
products, mints, mouthwash and thick napkins that are monogrammed with the restaurant logo.
The stalls are full length white wooden doors, and she can’t check to see if there were feet
underneath. She knows she is going to have to knock if they’re locked. The first one opens and is
empty. When she goes to look at the last two, voices that don’t belong to her grandmother call
back to her knocks.
Harper starts to get nervous. She walks back out of the bathroom and leans her head
against the wall in between framed Pam Grier and Dolly Parton. She stares at the lettering of the
word men. There isn’t any way Gigi went into the men’s restroom she thinks to herself. She
closes her eyes because she knows there very much could have been a way that Gigi would go
into the men’s room. Harper tries to plan the best way to go inside and check. She knows that it
would be terribly inappropriate, but her grandparents are her responsibility. A man comes down
the hallway. He’s wearing a nice suit and grey tie, and Harper folds her lips in on themselves

before stepping into his path.
“Okay I know this is a weird request, but I think my grandmother could have gone into
the men’s restroom because she gets confused sometimes, and I just wanted to know if there was
any way you could check when you went in there.” Harper realizes she’s talking with her hands.
She moves them as she says each word.
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“Check?” The man says. He looks startled.
“Yes, please. Her name is Gigi. Just call her name and see if you get a response.” The
man looks at her like she is crazy. “Or just tell me if there are any other men in there, so I can
run in and look for myself.”
“I’ll just call her name,” the man says before walking inside.
“Thank you.”
He pushes open the door and Harper tries to get a look, but the gap isn’t open long
enough or wide enough for her to see much.
She leans back against the wall and crosses her arms over herself. She leans her cheek
into her shoulder and wishes that the hallway didn’t feel so small. All of the people in the
photographs look happy and suddenly she’s rather jealous of them. They look like they had a
nice night and instead of being able to enjoy her own, she’s waiting on a man she sent into the
men’s restroom to look for her grandmother. Her grandmother who could remember everything
about the street she had grown up on but could also feasibly have gone into the men’s restroom.
Harper had been down to Gigi’s hometown six years ago when she had just dropped
out of college. She had gone to help Gigi clean out a storage unit full of all of the things from
Gigi’s parent’s house. Everyone else in the family said that the memories were too painful to
deal with and wanted the stuff left alone. She had offered to help though because Gigi was her

stepdad’s mother, and she had never met the people that made cleaning out the storage unit
painful. She really didn’t know anything about that side of her family. She was curious and since
she hadn’t talked to her own parents since she had dropped out of college, she wanted someone
to connect with. When she got down there, Gigi took her by her childhood home instead of to the
storage facility.
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They were in the middle of Statesboro, Georgia in the summer which only meant that
the heat was sticky even inside the car. Thankfully the air conditioning still worked, but the old
gold Cadillac had sat in Grandmother Harriet's garage for so long before it became Harper’s car
that every time the air conditioning was on it smelled like old wool sweaters.
“Stop here,” Gigi said. “This is it.”
The house that they’d stopped in front of had two stories and a full porch. There were
lights on inside, and Harper could see a woman talking on the phone in the kitchen. The kitchen
had one of those hanging racks with pots dangling from it. It looked newly updated. The woman
had a wooden spoon in one hand and was twirling it around as she talked. She looked like she
was talking about something emotional because the spoon started being whipped in the air like
she was swatting flies.
“My daddy built that porch when we moved in,” Gigi said. “He was so proud of it. The
first time I went on a date, he sat there and watched from the swing. He watched as I left and
watched as I came back.” Gigi laughed. “He sat out there smoking a cigar because he thought
that it would make him seem scary. He hated smoking though and showered three times the next
day just to get the smell off.”
The porch was crooked, but Harper wished that she had gotten the chance to meet the
people that Gigi was talking about. Gigi’s parents had passed away before she became part of the

family. While Harper had seen pictures, she could only see them as if they were imaginary
friends. She knew what they looked like but had to fill in and give them mannerisms. She wanted
the image she recreated to be similar enough to the memory Gigi was lost in. Harper looked back
at the window and the woman inside. Her hands were on her hips, her shoulders were drawn in
so her whole back looked tense and she was still on the phone.
59

“Come on, let’s go Gigi.”
“We should go ask that woman if we can see the inside.”
“Gigi, we can’t barge into someone’s home.”
“It was my home, though,” Gigi said. “There’s a broken bar on the wooden stairs
because my sisters wrestled into it and it splintered. There’s a hole in the flooring from where my
mother’s heel went straight through when she got mad and stomped into it.”
Harper was uncomfortable with the longing that she saw. She hadn’t found an
attachment to anything that strong. She had wanted to, but nowhere seemed important enough to
cling to. Gigi grabbed the door handle and hopped out of the car.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to go see if I can go in.”
“We can’t.”
“Why not? Worst they can say is no.”
Harper climbed out of the car and stood in the road as she watched Gigi walk straight up
the grass. Harper shut her car door and locked it as she started to climb up the woman’s
driveway towards the stone path that lead to the front door. Before Harper even caught up with
Gigi, she had knocked on the door. Harper had wanted more time to figure out if she could
convince Gigi to just leave. Instead, they both waited for the door to open.

“May I help you?” the wooden spoon wielding woman said.
“I wanted to come in and see the house.”
“Excuse me? This house isn’t for sale.” The woman then whispered into her phone that
she was going to have to call whoever was on the other end back.
“I used to live here, when I was a kid.”
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“And you want to come inside?” The woman seemed really unsure like she knew that
there was nothing threatening about Gigi, but uncomfortable at the thought of a stranger in her
home. “Look, my kids are inside, and we’re just getting ready to eat dinner soon.”
“I won’t take much of your time. I just wanted to show my granddaughter where I grew
up.”
The woman nods. “I can give you five minutes. My husband will be home then.”
“That’s all I need. Thank you.”
Gigi quickly walked into the house, and Harper followed behind. The house was well
decorated. There were two rooms in the front. The one on the right was the kitchen that they had
seen through the windows. The other room was dark and looked like a formal sitting room. There
was the staircase that ran along the backside of the wall that divided the house in two. There
were two more rooms in the back that looked like living room areas.
“It looks so different.”
“What did it used to look like?”
“My dad’s favorite room was the front one on the left. He used to sit there by himself
when he said that all of us were too loud. It was his office. There was a big desk that I could
crawl under as a kid playing hide and seek. Nothing was ever neat and organized. One of the
back rooms was a formal dining room that my mom would set out with all her wedding china

that should be in that storage unit somewhere. My youngest sister, one Thanksgiving, tried to
pass my brother a drink by throwing it at him. The bottle sailed into the wall and made a large
dent. My mother almost lost it, and my dad joked that he was thankful that it was the wall and
not our heads all night. We used the other room in the back as a den.”
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Gigi walked to the bottom of the stairs and ran her hands along the bannister. She started
to step up on the bottom steps.
“My room was up there.”
She took another step.
“You can’t go up there,” the woman said.
“I’m sorry.” Gigi stepped back down. Her voice had changed. It was no longer smiling,
but instead it was empty. “Thank you. We’ll leave you now. We appreciate you letting us do
this.”
Gigi walked outside with Harper behind her. When she turned around at the car, Harper
could see that her eyes were full, but she wasn’t letting any of the tears fall.
“We could’ve stayed longer,” Harper said.
“I didn’t need to. It wasn’t mine anymore.”
Harper didn’t know what to do so she hugged Gigi as they stood outside of the car. She
squeezed softly like her mom used to do for her when she was upset. Gigi was the first to pull
away. She waved her hands in front of her face and still refused to let the tears fall.
“I used to love it here,” Gigi said.
“I can tell.”
“I remember it better not seeing the inside. It’s weird knowing that all those memories

belong to me, but not that house.”
“Why’d you want to come back?”
“I thought coming back would bring back some of the things that I’m forgetting.
Sometimes I feel like I can’t remember my father’s voice anymore. How is that possible? He was
in my life for so long, and instead of being able to picture him clearly, I can only remember
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things like his beard. My head starts morphing his voice into Woody from Toy Story. I have to
watch old home videos just to hear that voice in my head.”
“Time does that.”
“But I can remember that the Gibbons lived in that house next door.” She pointed at a
brown home. “The Daniels lived over there.” She turned around to point across the street. “They
had a three-legged dog. The Petersons over there.” She pointed at a home painted in purple. “It
wasn’t purple then, don’t worry. But my own dad’s voice is a character in a kids movie.”
“Why’d you want to show me all this stuff?”
“I’m here because I’m a little lost right now. I’m getting older and they tell you that you
will have it all figured out, but most of life is all about what is next. You are always working
towards something more. Trying to go somewhere new. Yet, you start getting older and they tell
you the next thing that you plan for is death. I just finished paying my life insurance the other
day and writing my will. I brought you here because you're a little lost right now too. I wish I
could call my parents and have them help me figure all this out. Pick up the phone and let them
help you.”
Harper didn’t say anything. She looked at the ground uncomfortably. She hadn’t known
that Gigi knew she hadn’t talked to her parents.
“Come on,” Gigi said. “How bout we start unloading that storage unit?”

They both climbed into the car and Harper shifted it into drive. Gigi talked the whole
drive over except this time she was asking Harper questions. They weren’t the small talk kind of
questions, but they were questions about what Harper wanted out of life. Harper was surprised
that she could talk as easily with Gigi. Soon they pulled in front of the keypad.
“What’s the gate code?”
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“Pop’s birthday.”
Harper panicked. “Don’t hate me. I don’t remember what it is.”
Gigi laughed.
“No worries. It’s…” Gigi paused for a while. “Shoot. I know his birthday. This is silly.
My mind just went blank.”
“We can call Pops.”
“No, no I’ll remember,” Gigi said. Both sat in the car silently. “Gosh darn it.”
Harper called Pops, but he didn’t answer. She got a text from him saying. Can’t talk now.
Overseeing the trucks being loaded. The warehouse floor is loud. Harper showed the text to
Gigi.
“It’s no big deal,” Gigi said. “We don’t have to do it today.”
“We can call someone else. I’m sure that they’ll know.”
“No, no, I don't want everyone knowing how silly I’m being. Let’s just go eat at Taco
Bell. I’ll buy you some food for coming all the way out here.”
“And just leave everything?”
“It’s just stuff,” Gigi said. “It’ll be fine.”
“But I’m sure it’s old memories and things, otherwise you wouldn't have kept it for so
long.”

“I just showed you all my good memories. I promise they’re not locked inside a metal
box that’s probably filled with spiders.”
“But--”
“Come on now. I’m hungry. I promise the storage unit will be here next time.”
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At the time, Harper had called her mom and laughed about the fact that neither of them
could remember, and now, Harper wonders if maybe she shouldn’t have laughed. She never went
back to help unload the unit either.
She stares at the door to the bathroom and wonders how long it takes a man to go to the
bathroom. When the man finally comes out, she pushes off the wall.
"There aren't any women in there,” the man in the suit says.
“Thanks for checking.”
The man shakes his head and walks back towards the seating area. Harper starts stress
sweating and hopes that the woman who could forget anything hasn’t forgotten where she is.
There would be no way for Harper to know where she went if Gigi just disappears. Harper drags
her feet back to her table as she passes tables of chattering families. She doesn’t look up from the
floor as she walks back following the patterns on the carpet, but waiters dodge around her.
Harper got back to the table, and Granny Carrie had already come inside from her
smoke.
“She wasn’t in the bathroom, and I’m worried,” Harper said. “Did you see her while
you were outside?”
“No. I walked around out there too just to get the blood moving, and no one else was
out there.”

“I need to go find her,” Harper says.
“Carrie, why don’t you go with her?” Grandma Maude asks.
“Me?”
“Yes, you.”
”Why?”
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“Well, clearly, I cannot go romping around in the dark. That walk would be much too
taxing,” Grandmother says.
“Clearly,” Granny Carrie says. She turns to Grandma Maude. “What’s your excuse?”
“I didn’t mean to suggest that I wouldn’t go,” Grandma Maude says, “but I figured that
maybe Harper would appreciate your company.”
“Really, all of you, I can go on my own. She can’t be far.”
“No, no, no,” Granny Carrie says. “I wouldn’t want to appear unhelpful or
incompetent. I’ll go with you.”
“Great.”
“I mean if we’re being totally honest, I’m the only one who really should go.”
“Wonderful. Can we leave?”
“I’m one of Harper’s actual grandmothers and I’m not old, frail and incompetent.”
“Excuse me,” Grandmother Harriet says. She rises from her chair and places her hands
on the table leaning forward so that she is closer to Granny Carrie. “I am her real grandmother
too.”
“Yes, but you’re dying and really aren’t much help to anyone anymore.”
“Maude,” Grandmother Harriet says, “let’s accompany these two.”
“I really think someone should stay at the table,” Grandma Maude says.

“No, no,” Grandmother Harriet says. She grabs Grandma Maude underneath the elbow
and hauls her to her feet. “You are the one going on and on about fun and adventures. We can all
go.”
“What about eating?”
“They make food in other places.”
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It's already dark outside, and Harper has the valet pull the car around front. Granny
Carrie gets in the front passenger seat, and Grandmother Harriet and Grandma Maude climb into
the back. Harper totaled the gold Cadillac that she had years ago. This car is a navy-blue Honda
and while it’s not new, it’s the first car Harper had bought herself. Harper slides her hand
underneath the seat and grabs the lever to scoot her seat up so that she’s not on top of Grandma
Maude.
“Where on earth are we going?” Grandma Maude says.
“If I decided to just up and walk away I’d probably go down by that park with the
buffalo,” Granny Carrie says.
“Why would you go there?” Grandmother Harriet said.
“What’s not to like about buffalo?”
“There are so many nicer places she could go. She could go down to the pool.”
“You can drown in the pool.”
“I highly doubt she’s drowned,” Grandmother Harriet says.
“What if she has? How are we going to pull all that deadweight back to the surface?”
“Oh my god,” Harper says. “we’re not going into this thinking that Gigi has drowned.”
“It’s more logical than the fact that she would go hang out with buffalo in the park at
night by herself.”

“Well we’re going to drive by the buffalo park anyway. We can just stop and look.”
The four of them fall silent as Harper starts to drive down the winding roads. It’s dark
out, but Harper can start to see the buffalo as they slowly lift their feet. They look like furry
masses, but Harper can just make out the horns on some of them. She has never thought of them
as threatening, but as she drives down the road, she finds herself staring more at them than what
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is in front of her. Harper turns down a gravel road to follow the fenced edge of the park. The
gravel road is lined by trees on one side. None of the lights from the resort can penetrate out
here, and it’s dark when Harper parks the car in a lot. When she turns off the car, it’s silent
except for the sounds of the wind and little bugs. She climbs out of the car into the darkness and
the other grandmothers follow her.
“I don’t see anything,” Granny Carrie says.
“How could you?” Grandma Maude says.
“I can see the stars.” All four of them tilt their heads toward the sky. There aren’t any
clouds and because there aren’t any lights, all the stars are visible.
“Yes, those look nice.”
“You can’t see stars like this close to cities.”
““Harper,” Grandma Maude says, “Are you sure you want to move across the world to
a city where you can’t see the stars?”
“What?” Harper asks.
“There aren’t going to be stars like this in the city.”
“Stars are everywhere.”
“But not like this.”
Harper looks up at the stars. They don’t change how Harper feels about wanting to go,

but the whole point of the trip was to spend time with the people she would miss, but she hasn’t
thought about leaving places and the familiarity of them.
“Come on,” Harper says, “we need to keep looking.”
“I can’t walk that far,” Grandmother Harriet says. “I’ll get too tired. I’m going to stay
right here by the car.”
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“I’ll wait with you,” Grandma Maude says.
Granny Carrie and Harper walk a little further down. None of the animals are at this
part of the fence, so it is just them in the middle of nowhere walking together. Granny Carrie
doesn’t say anything, but she lights a cigarette when they can no longer see the other two. She
flicks the ashes off into the grass as they’re walking. More and more trees start to grow closer to
the fence as they keep walking.
“Are you really going to smoke another one?”
“We’re outside aren’t we?”
After walking a while, Harper stops and watches as Granny Carrie walks off further
into the dark as smoke curls upwards. She has been smoking as long as Harper could remember.
Harper can see just the outline of Granny Carrie as she sinks to the base of a tree along the fence.
Harper starts jogging towards her.
“Are you okay?” Harper asks.
“I’m fine. Just sitting for a second.”
Harper stares down at Granny until, finally, she joins her. Granny Carrie is toying with
the packet of cigarettes in her hands, but she doesn’t light another one. They lean back against a
tree together.
“You remember that god awful excursion your father made us go on?”

“Christmas tree shopping?”
“That one.”
“What about it?”
“God, that was horrible.”
“It wasn’t that bad.”
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“Your grandfather and I fought the whole time.”
“I remember that. I was about to graduate high school then.”
“That day felt a lot like this.”
Harper thinks back to that Christmas. She doesn’t really know why that day reminds
Granny Carrie of today.
She had decided to spend Christmas with her dad up in Missouri. He had recently moved
up there for work, and his parents were convinced that he had moved much farther north than he
ever should have. He’d suggested that Harper take her grandparents 45 minutes north to a
Christmas tree farm.
Granny Carrie had brought her dog to the farm and had handed Summer off to Harper as
they stomped around rows and rows of trees. Harper was holding the dog, a lime green plastic
sled and hand saw. When they finally picked a tree out after arguing for thirty minutes, her
grandfather was eager to get off the farm.
“Cut her down before your grandmother changes her mind.”
“Do you want to?” Harper held out the saw to Grandpa Dan.
“I can’t,” he said. “My knees don’t let me, but I’ll hold it for you.”
Granny Carrie pulled the dog from under her arm and walked off with a lit cigarette.
Harper got down on the ground and wiggled under the tree. She laid on her stomach and propped

herself up on her elbows. All of the limbs hung low, so they rested on top of her head as she
maneuvered closer to the base. She had always loved the smells of Christmas, but now she
smelled dirt and pine straw.
“Do you know what you’re doing?” Grandpa Dan asked.
“Not a clue.”
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Harper put the saw against the base of the tree. She wasn’t sure how high was too high up
on the trunk and she didn’t want to cut too much off. Harper could see Grandpa Dan's white
tennis shoes from where she was laying. She looked at the tree and the saw in her hands and
thought to herself think of it as filing nails. Just get a little done at a time. She took the saw and
started moving it back and forth against the bark, but nothing really happened except some of the
external dirt flew off the tree and into her face.
“I think I saw one on my walk that looked better,” Granny Carrie said.
“Where?” Grandpa Dan asked.
“I don’t remember.”
“Well, let’s go look for it.”
“I’m just gonna stay here.”
Harper crawled out from under the tree and sat on her butt in the dirt as they walked
off. She wasn’t about to continue sawing if they were going to pick out another one. She made
sure that they were far enough away not to see her pull her phone out. She googled how to cut
down a tree. Then she had to change her search to how to cut down a tree with a hand saw.
By the time Granny Carrie and Grandpa Dan came back, Harper had managed to make
a little cutout in the tree. Not enough that it was close to being cut down, but enough that the saw
would stick in the groove even if she took her hands away. The dog trotted back, and it stopped

to pee at every tree. Then Summer ran over and tried to bite at the saw, Harper’s hands and the
air. Harper pushed the dog out from under the tree.
“What are you doing?” Granny Carrie asked.
“Trying to get it away from me, so I can cut down this freaking tree.”
“We didn’t find another one.”
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“Look, I’m making progress. Let’s just keep this one.” Harper sat back up again. She
had pine straw sticking to her jacket and dirt on her hands. “Grandpa Dan? Will you please take
my wallet and the tag into the trailer and pay for the tree?”
Her grandfather shuffled off towards the trailer again, and Harper slid back under the
tree.
“What are you doing?”
“Still cutting down the tree.”
“No, no, with your life.”
“I’m sorry?” Harper scooted out from under the tree again and looked up. Smoke was
curling from another lit cigarette.
“Your dad tells me you’re going to college.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Don’t.”
“What?”
“Go to college,” Granny Carrie said. “Look, I know that all those other grandparents of
yours went and so did your father and mother, but you don't have to go. I didn’t and I turned out
just fine. Most people who go to college just become drunk bums. If you’re going to become a
drunk bum, it’s much cheaper to do it at home.”

“I’m not going to be a drunk bum.”
“Any kind of bum is bad. It doesn’t just have to be a drunk one.”
“I’m not going to become a bum at all.”
“Working hard is better than being smart. I know you’re smart, but if you just rely on
your brain too much you won’t get too far. Your dumb cousin Chuck could do much better in life
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just by being good with people. It’s not smart people that get far. Of course, Chuck is terrible
with people too, but that’s neither here nor there.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying if you go to college and learn to think like an intellectual, you’ll become
lazy. You already didn’t want to come on our walk to the other tree because you felt like it would
be easier to cut down the first one you liked. Learn to work first. There’s nothing that school can
teach you that you can’t learn on your own.”
“Granny, I want to go to college. I didn’t stay here because I’m lazy. I was just trying
to learn how to cut this one down.”
“Why?”
“Why, what?”
“Why do you want to go? Because if the answer is that nowadays people have to get a
degree to get a job, don’t go.”
“But that’s a perfectly valid reason to go.”
“But is it reason enough to stay?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“Because while I haven’t had a college degree, I’ve taken jobs just because they made
money. The ones like that made me miserable and I quit quite soon. A job wasn’t enough to keep

me going because money isn’t good enough to motivate you. It’s funny that way. Money makes
you fatter, but goals make you reach higher and you know what? The higher you are, the closer
to God.”
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“What on earth are you talking about? There are plenty of people who’ve
compromised morals for money. There are plenty of people who’ve taken jobs that they hate
because they need money that bad. What do you call that if not motivating?”
“Corrupting. Look at your grandfather and me. If we had more money, he would have
left me a long time ago. I keep telling you that I didn’t go to college and I turned out fine.”
“Will you stop saying that? You keep saying you turned out fine when really I think
you just don’t want to be the only woman in this family who wasn’t smart enough to go to
college.”
“Let me tell you something you little shithead, smart had nothing to do with it. I
couldn’t go because I couldn’t afford to go.”
“Then why are you trying to stop me from going.”
“I’m not trying to stop you.”
“Then what is this conversation?”
“Money always wants more. Look at your parents, they got money and then got
divorced.”
“No, they got distant and then divorced.”
“Exactly why having no money would have helped. Small living spaces mean no
distance.”

“That makes no sense. Money doesn’t correlate to happiness or unhappiness. There are
unhappy people in small places, too.”
“You see my point then.”
“No.” Harper slammed her hands down in the pine straw.
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“You said it yourself, money doesn’t equal happiness or unhappiness, so don’t go to
college thinking it will make you happy because you’ll be able to get a job.”
“Yes ma’am.”
Harper and Granny Carrie were silent for a while. Harper was frustrated, but her mom
had always said that if she needed to end an argument without caring about who was winning or
losing, she should just say yes ma’am. She didn’t understand Granny’s logic. It wasn’t logical,
but she couldn’t think of why she was going. She didn’t have a plan or a dream. She was going
because that was next on the list. She couldn’t mentally answer why. Harper was still sitting on
the ground, and Granny Carrie was still above her but looking over her. Harper turned to follow
Granny’s line of sight. They both watched Grandpa Dan pay for the tree with money from his
own wallet. Harper’s was still stuck in his back pocket. He turned to walk back towards while
started singing “Oh Christmas Tree” loudly. Granny Carrie chuckled to herself and shook her
head.
“I’m going to college,” Harper said. “I made my decision and I stick to it.” Granny
Carrie lit another cigarette. “I’m gonna finish cutting down this tree now, if that’s okay.”
Harper lay down on the ground and looked up. She could see her grandmother through
the branches. She had turned her back to Harper, her hip cocked out and on hand on her waist.
The other hand had her cigarette and remained lit, but unsmoked. Harper watched her and the

ashes that were collecting on the end.
Harper thought about her answer to why she was going to college for a while
afterwards. She told her mom and dad about her talk with Granny, and they had both laughed at
her logic. Harper laughed with them to cover up the fact that she still couldn’t figure out why she
was going. Other people going to school had dreams. She decided that night after they got back
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from the Christmas Tree farm that if she couldn’t figure out why, then she didn’t have to stay,
but she was going.
Harper looks back at her grandmother now who has let her cigarette burn out. “Christmas
tree shopping feels like looking for Granny Carrie in a buffalo park?”
“It feels like forced family vacations.”
“Is that what this is?”
“Essentially. At that time, your father wanted us to go on a trip together because you
were about to go off to college. Now you want us to go on a trip before you go off with your life
and leave us behind.”
“I’m not leaving you behind.” Granny Carrie didn’t say anything. “Is that how you felt
then? When you told me not to go to college?” Granny Carrie shrugged, but didn’t answer. “You
know I left college because of what you said. I realized I had no real reason why I wanted to be
there.”
“I was right then.”
Harper laughs. “I went back eventually because it was the right thing for me to do. I just
wasn’t ready the first time around.”
Granny Carrie rolled her eyes. “She ain’t out here or if she is, we ain't finding her,”
Granny Carrie said instead.

“I’m starting to worry.”
“She’ll be fine. I’m sure she’s sitting at the dinner table wondering where the hell all of
us have wandered off to.”
“This isn’t like her though.”
“You know her better than me.” Granny Carrie shrugged.
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They both stood up and followed the path back in the direction they came.
“She’s never wandered away.”
Harper let her hands trail along the metal fence of the park.
“Why are you going abroad?”
“I am going because the job that I have is willing to pay for me to go somewhere I have
never been before and while doing something that I love. I’m going because I’m ready for
something new. I just need a change of pace.”
“Good.”
“Good? That’s all you have to say?”
“Yep.”
When the outline of the car started to come into focus, Harper could see the outlines of
Grandmother Harriet.
“There you two are,” Grandmother Harriet says. “We were starting to worry. It’s dark
and we are both starving.”
“We didn’t find her.”
“Yes, I gathered as much.”
“I am getting hungry,” Grandma Maude says.
“We can’t just leave Gigi somewhere out here.”

“We aren’t leaving her,” Grandmother Harriet says. “She left us.”
“Can we please get food?”
“I need to eat so that I can take my medicine,” Grandmother Harriet says.
“I promise we’ll eat at some point, but we just need to find her.”
“If I do not take my medicine, I will die.”
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“You’re not going to die if you take your medicine now versus twenty minutes from
now.”
“How would you know? Have you received medical training?”
“Can we stop arguing in the dark?” Grandma Maude asks.
“Sure,” Grandmother Harriet says, “Start the car and let’s finish the argument in there.”
Harper clicks the lock on the car and all of the grandmothers climb inside. Grandmother
Harriet keeps chattering about getting food and explains the side effects and dosages of each of
her medications. Granny Carrie rolls her eyes and sticks her feet up on Harper’s dashboard.
Harper has to stop herself from asking Granny Carrie to remove her feet. Grandma Maude starts
suggesting natural supplements that may slow down death.
“I’d rather die than eat all that shit,” Granny Carrie says.
Harper pulls onto the main road and continues toward the resort. “Should we check the
condo?” she says.
“Well you only say that because you aren’t dying,” Grandmother Harriet says.
“For the love of god, the doctors said you could live up to three more years. You aren’t
dying any faster than anyone else in this car.”
“I think we should go check,” Harper says. “She could have gotten lost and headed back
there. She does have the address.”

“You don’t know what it is like to live with an expiration date.”
“Can’t mean that much. I keep milk after it expires.”
“Disgusting.”
Harper speeds up as they get closer. When they pull out in front, Grandmother Harriet
starts to get out of the car before Harper puts it in park.
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“What are you doing?” Harper asks.
“I am going upstairs since you refuse to feed me. I am going to eat some of the food that I
brought with me and take my medication so that I will not die. May only one grandmother
remain lost tonight.”
Granny Carrie gets out of the car as well. “You’re absolutely ridiculous, you dramatic old
fool.”
“Are you coming inside too?” Harper asks.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Gotta get the dog.”
“Now?”
“She’s lonely.”
Harper follows both of her grandmothers inside where there is a small kitchen and living
room. Everything is nautically themed. Granny Carrie and Harper share the one-bedroom
upstairs, and as soon as she gets inside Granny Carrie heads up.
“That woman,” Grandmother Harriet says, “she is the ridiculous one. She thinks that her
crassness is something that we can all tolerate. I do not have to tolerate it and I will not. She is an
uneducated imbecile.”

“Grandmother--”
“No, I know, I should be the bigger person. I am the bigger person.”
“I really think that we’re all stressed right now.”
“I am not stressed. I cannot stand that woman any day.”
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Grandmother whisks into her room and shuts the door loudly. Harper is left standing in
the kitchen by herself. She knocks on the door to Gigi’s room. There’s no answer, so she opens
the door, but the room is empty. Her suitcase still lies open and clothes hang in the closet. The
room has two full beds each that are neatly made. Harper heads towards Gigi’s side of the room
and shuffles through things on her nightstand. There’s half a glass of water, a pottery cup that
has jewelry inside, a tube of lipstick, the television remote and a handful of dinner mints.
“Snooping?” Grandmother Harriet asks.
“I was just hoping she would be in here.” Harper sat down. “What if I don’t find her?
How can I go home and tell my parents that I lost their mom?”
“She’s an adult.”
“I’m responsible for her on this vacation.”
Grandmother sits down on the bed next to Harper. She looks like she is going to try
and say something comforting, but she’s not normally a very comforting person. Even when
Harper was younger, there was something about Grandmother that was always rather abrupt.
Harper smiles though because while it isn’t comforting, it's familiar.
When Harper was around the age of twelve, her mother promised to take her on a trip
for the summer. Instead, Harper found herself vacationing to see her grandparents alone. While
she was there, Grandmother had suggested taking her to a museum for the day so that she could

get to see some exhibit. She asked that Harper get dressed and wear quiet shoes for the museum.
At the time, Harper wasn’t sure what quiet shoes were, but she went back to her room at
Grandmother Harriet's house and pulled on a pair of flats that she often wore to church. She
didn’t know how to dress for the museum but, judging from her grandmother’s attire, she tucked
her rainbow monkey t-shirt back into her suitcase. Her grandmother always dressed as if she had
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somewhere important to be. Harper pulled on a slip dress that went with her church shoes and
went to meet her grandmother.
“Is Grandpa coming?”
“No, he wants to stay in his garden today.”
Harper wasn’t surprised. Most of the time when she came to visit Grandpa either was at
work or in the garden. He would join them for dinner most nights, but other than that she would
rarely see him during the day.
When they entered the museum, Harper stared around for a while. There were large
windows that stretched so far upwards that Harper felt smaller than just one of the square panes.
“Is there a section that you would want to look at?” Grandmother Harriet asked.
“I’m not sure. What do they have?”
“Follow me and I will show you.”
Harper followed as Grandmother walked off into one of the exhibits. The first exhibit
that they traveled through was dedicated to the history of the United States. Grandmother made
Harper read the plaques aloud. The first exhibit that caught Harper’s attention was a model house
and store from the 1800s. The cabin was made out of wood and the furniture was recreated to fit
into that time. There were models of men and women dressed in period clothing that were staged
to represent a family.

After they passed the little wooden cabin, they walked through the general store. It was
modeled after a store from the same time period, but they were able to walk through it as if they
could go up to the counter and a person would be there to greet them. It looked like a scene in the
wild west movies that Grandpa often turned on. Her grandmother continued to usher her through
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the exhibit past the Civil War battle recreated scenes. They passed through time that wasn’t so
long ago and moved through it as things started to look more familiar.
When they got out of the exhibit, Grandmother took Harper through the Egyptian one.
Harper looked at all of the ornately painted caskets.
“The Egyptians believed that you only needed your heart to pass into the underworld,”
Grandmother said.
They passed pottery and jewelry that had now faded into tan.
Again, her grandmother didn’t let her linger long in each exhibit as they had a lot to get
through. Instead, she directed her into the Greek and Roman exhibit. When they walked into the
room, Grandmother finally slowed. She was no longer showing Harper things, but instead, taking
the time to look at them for herself. She would mutter to herself as she walked.
“The word cubiculum normally means bedroom in Latin,” Grandmother said as they
stood before a painting of a Roman bedroom.
She walked around statues that were taller than both of them, and then she walked
around them again in case she missed something. Everything was whiter in the room and
Grandmother seemed to brighten in it. Harper stopped looking at the exhibit and watched her
grandmother. She removed the clip from her hair and let all of it fall only to retie it up again. It
was pulled back from her face harshly. Her face was wrinkled around her eyes from squinting to

read letters she was too proud to admit she was starting to struggle seeing. Harper knew that she
kept glasses in her purse but had never seen them on her grandmother’s face. She watched her
grandmother clasp her hands behind her back and lean forward as if to stop herself from being
tempted to touch what was in front of her. When she finished looking, she turned sharply and
walked off without saying anything.
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Harper followed her into a room off to the side that was full of pots and jars from
Greek and Roman civilization and stood before an old pot. Her grandmother was gesturing at
different parts of the painting on the pot. She was telling Harper that she had read an article that
said that some people believed that the pottery and statues were once quite colorful, instead of
the thing that sat behind the glass. The one she was looking at was tan, black and red. Harper
tried to imagine one of the clay pots decorated like the rainbows and characters from her monkey
shirt. She smiled because it probably would have looked silly.
“Excuse me,” a man wearing a name tag said. “Do you need any help getting around
the museum?”
“Of course not,” Grandmother said, not turning away from the glass and towards him.
Harper continued to stare, hoping that her grandmother wasn’t going to say anything
else harsh that could embarrass her.
“It’s no big deal. I love helping little old ladies through the museum.”
Harper started fiddling with her nails. If there were two things about her grandmother
that Harper knew, it was that, for one, she didn’t consider herself old and that, secondly, at 5’9”
she was not little. Harper shrank back behind her grandmother as she stepped forward and
cocked her head at the man.
“How old are you, Dear?”

“Twenty-five.” The man started looking at his feet. She was almost eye to eye with
him and that was when Harper realized that he was rather short himself.
“Well then, seeing as I am an old lady and much closer in age to these things than you
are, I am quite capable of taking myself and my granddaughter through a museum.”
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She grabbed Harper by the arm and started to pull her out of the room. She muttered
things like idiot, imbecile, I should go back and… until they stopped in front of a painting of
Greek mythology. The man was muttering apologies as well, but Grandmother was far too angry
to acknowledge them.
“You know why religion is idiotic?”
“What?
“Look up.”
Harper looked back at the painting.
“There was a time in life when people aspired to be immortal. Some civilizations
believed that you could become immortal in different ways. In early settlements, immortality
meant being written into an epic poem, so that their name could live on forever. Honestly, they
were probably closest to the truth, but even poems become forgotten. Then, there were people
who believed that there is an afterlife and the only immortal ones are gods and goddesses. Now,
there are people who believe that there is one immortal god. Do you see the pattern?”
“Um,” Harper said.
“The more time passes the more people realize that immortality isn’t an option for
anyone. People went from believing that regular people could become immortalized in word,
then it was decided that only a handful of gods and goddesses could become immortal and now

there is the belief that only one man lives forever or three, depending on how you look at it.”
“So you don’t believe in Jesus?”
“No. I do not. I do not believe in any religion actually. They are all just comforts.”
“Comforts?”
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“Yes. Some people, like that boy back there, cannot fathom that one day they will get
old and die. They think that they are different than I am. So then, when they start to get older,
they cling to religion because they realize somehow, they aren’t different. They too will get old
and die. Better then at that point to believe in eternal life.”
“You are not old and dying.”
Grandmother didn’t say anything, and Harper was silent for a while. She wasn’t sure
what was the right thing to say. She didn’t know much about religion. Only that she believed in
the Bible because they taught it at school and her mother took her to church. But she didn't know
how to have that conversation with Grandmother.
“Mom believes in religion.”
“She does.”
“Mom says she’s always right, so how can she be wrong here?”
Grandmother laughed.
“I told your mother the same thing. So, which one of us is right in that case?”
“I don’t know.”
“Your mother wants to believe like the rest of them that there will be a place after this
life.”
“Is that bad?”

“No, not bad. Just silly.”
“Well, then, you believe that we will come back as something else? Cousin George
was saying that he thinks he will come back as a tree one day.”
“No. I most certainly will not be a tree after I die.”
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“Good, being a tree sounds miserable. Someone may cut you down, make you into
paper and then people will write on you.”
Grandmother shook her head. “You don’t take things very seriously do you?”
“I do.”
“Your Cousin George--”
“Is a brat.”
“Harper, your Cousin George is not a brat and he will not be reincarnated at all.”
“Oh I know that. Jesus doesn’t reincarnate people.”
“You are not listening to anything I say are you?”
“I am listening, but I’m not agreeing.”
Grandmother starred at Harper for a little while, and this time Harper held her gaze.
Grandmother intimidated her and always had, but Harper couldn’t imagine a possibility where
Grandmother was right, and her mother was wrong. Harper’s mom had always told her growing
up about Jesus. She read from the Bible every night before bed. Grandmother couldn’t be right.
Harper started to get nervous because Mama had always told her that people who believed went
to Heaven, and it was hard to imagine Grandmother going to hell. Harper wondered if Jesus did
that.
“Look,” Harper said. “Someone believed strongly enough in gods to have painted all

this. They believed in them.”
“They would have been better served putting their talents to different use,”
Grandmother said, “because I do not know anyone who believes in these gods anymore.”
“What if I decide to believe in them?”
“I thought you believed in Jesus.”
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“I do, but I could change my mind.”
“Really?”
“No, but everyone deserves to have someone believe in them.”
“Fairy tales.”
“What should they have done instead, if beliefs are just fairy tales?”
“Education. The same thing that you should put your hard work to.”
“I do work hard.”
“Not nearly hard enough if things are just going ‘fine’ in school like you mentioned
earlier.”
Harper had made the mistake of telling her grandmother that she was simply doing fine
in school when her grandmother had asked.
“The Greeks and Romans did great things while believing in all their gods. Believing
in something doesn't take away from all the other stuff you do. If anything, it will only add to it.”
“Not true in every example.”
“No.”
“Why do you care so much about these Greeks and Romans anyway?”
Harper didn’t know why it mattered that her Grandmother stop calling Greek and
Roman gods silly. It wasn’t that she loved their religion. For the first time, two people she loved

didn’t agree on something that couldn’t be resolved over compromise. When Harper wanted
Chinese food for dinner and her mother wanted pizza, they would do one food one night and
another food a different night. But Grandmother couldn’t believe in Jesus one night and then not
the next. There wasn’t a compromise for this. Harper couldn’t be in the middle either. She either
had to side with Grandmother or her mother. It made her nervous. Recently, she was finding that
87

she was familiar with the middle. She ended up there a lot with her parents being divorced, but
there was no middle here for her. She didn’t want to explain why it was important for her
grandmother to be religious. Instead, she focused on what her grandmother knew and
understood.
“I started Latin this year,” Harper said. “I really like it and I’m good at it.”
“Latin will be useful if you become a doctor or lawyer.”
“I don’t need it to be useful to like it.”
Grandmother hmphed and walked down the hallway.
“How do you know so much?” Harper asked trailing after her grandmother.
“I studied a lot as a child. My father expected it, as I expect it of you.”
“Then you know about Jesus, right?”
“Are we still on this?”
“You started it.”
“Yes. I did.
“Then you know that if you don’t believe in Jesus you will go to hell.”
“Harper.”
“Why do you want to go to hell?”
“Harper, that is awfully rude.”

“Why?”
“Because I said so.”
Grandmother walked away leaving Harper staring at the gods and goddesses that she
didn’t actually believe in.
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At that time, Harper was so scared that her Grandmother was going to die and go to
hell. She wondered why now that her grandmother is dying, she doesn’t try harder to convince
her to believe in something. Part of Harper had thought that it would happen naturally, but
instead Grandmother clings to medications and supplements.
Grandmother finally rests her hand on Harper's knee. Harper looks down and holds her
grandmother’s hand. It feels smaller than Harper remembers, thinner.
“Did you get your medicine?”
“Yes.”
Harper suddenly feels guilty. She feels guilty that because Grandmother has been sick
for so long, it no longer feels as important that she is dying. It isn’t that it isn’t important either,
it just doesn’t feel real. Grandmother doesn’t look sick to her even though Grandmother talks
about dying an awful lot.
“How are you feeling?”
Grandmother smiled.
“Tired. I didn’t think that it would be this mentally exhausting.”
“What do you mean?”
"I just feel out of control. My mind still works, and it still wants to race ahead and do
all these things and my body just can’t. It feels unfair. I’m still mentally working, but my body

will one day stop.”
“It seems weird. You don’t seem old and dying.”
“It’s because I’m one of the ones who can hide it. By the time my father passed, he no
longer really remembered who I was. He kept calling me my mother’s name every time I saw
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him. I didn’t want to upset him, so I let him think that is who I was. I won’t be like that though.
This isn’t affecting my mind. It’s just my body.”
“Are you alright?”
“Of course. I am glad to be spending this time with you.”
“Me too.”
“Other good news about having my brain intact is that I can still learn new things. I’m
going to figure out how to use that FaceTime thing.”
“Good.”
Harper stands up and rubs her arms.
“We will find her.”
“I don’t know how.”
“We can go to the front desk and tell them that we lost a woman.”
“That’s not funny.”
“More entertaining than losing something like a watch.”
When Grandmother and Harper make it back to the car, they see Granny Carrie is
already out there letting the dog poop on the sidewalk as she smokes another cigarette. Harper
wonders if she heard the two of them talking when they were in the house, but she doesn’t look
up as she scoops the fluffy white dog and tucks her under her arm.

“Y’all took long enough,” Granny Carrie says.
“Oh for the love of God,” Grandma Maude says, “can you ever just shut up?”
“You're supposed to be on my side.”
“Your side?”
"Yes, our kids are now married; therefore, you should be on my side.”
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“That’s not how this works.”
“How does this work then?”
“We’re supposed to spend time with Harper before she gets up and leaves us all, and
then we all go our separate ways.”
“I’m not leaving forever,” Harper says.
“For some of us, it may be forever and all we’ve done tonight is search for Gigi,”
Grandma Maude says. “I’m not saying that it isn’t important to find her, but we just wanted to
have a decent meal and conversation, and instead you’re driving all over this damn resort.”
“Don’t be dramatic,” Granny Carrie says. “She isn’t even your real granddaughter.”
“She is my granddaughter in every way that counts, and I am tired of the two of you
acting like that changes whether or not I love her.”
“Stop,” Harper says. She runs her hands through her hair and nervously tugs on her
earrings. She knows that Grandma Maude loves her. It is something that she’s been so unsure of
for a very long time, but she knows now.
When she was young, it had hurt knowing that she may be loved less because of her
blood. She wanted Grandma Maude to want her to be her own granddaughter. It wasn’t
something that she had known she wanted either until Grandma Maude took her to get her ears
pierced when she was six.

It was right after her dad had married her stepmom, and Harper didn’t know Grandma
Maude at all. They were supposed to get together and bond at the mall with Grandma Maude’s
two other grandchildren. Harper was terrified that because they weren’t blood related, she lacked
something that may cause Grandma Maude to love her less. That day, Grandma Maude had
taken her granddaughter Nicole into a store to get her ears pierced. At first, Harper said that she
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didn’t want it done because her mom would be unhappy. She had watched Nicole do it and saw
how proud Grandma Maude was. Something in Harper told her that maybe getting her ears
pierced with Grandma Maude was the first step towards making her love her.
“Are you sure you don’t want them done?” Grandma Maude asked after Nicole had
finished.
Harper wanted them.
“Can I?” Harper asked looking down.
Grandma Maude smiled and talked to the woman who pierced ears. She hoisted Harper
into the chair. The woman showed her all of the earrings, and Harper picked out fake diamond
studs to go in her ears. The woman put on a pair of purple latex gloves and stretched her fingers
out when she put them on. She used a cold, wet wipe and cleaned off both of Harper’s
earlobes. Then she took a marker and stared straight on at Harper's face. She grabbed both sides
of Harper’s checks so that she didn't look down. She took a marker and made two dots on each
ear.
“That looks even doesn’t it?” the woman said to Grandma Maude.
They both stared at Harper and she felt her cheeks flush.
“I think so,” Grandma Maude said.
The woman got close to Harper’s face again and went to stand first by her left ear.

Harper tried to look out of the corner of her eye to see what the woman was doing. Harper was
getting nervous. The woman pulled out a white gun shaped device. She clipped in the earrings
and put the piercing gun against her ear. Harper started to panic.
“I can’t. I can’t.”
“What’s wrong?” Grandma Maude asked.
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“I’m scared it's going to hurt.”
“It’ll be fine.”
Grandma Maude came closer to Harper.
“Can I hold on to you?”
“Of course.”
Grandma Maude reached out her hand towards Harper. Instead of grabbing her hand,
she wrapped her arms around Grandma Maude’s upper arm. The woman told Harper that on the
count of three she would pierce her left ear. She counted one, and Harper squeezed Grandma
Maude’s arm tighter. She counted two, and then there was a pop in Harper’s ear. She squeaked at
the sound. It didn’t hurt horribly but it stung, and then her ears felt hot. One got red, and she
started sweating.
“See, that side wasn’t so bad.”
“Why’s it hot?”
“All the blood rushes to your ear. Are you ready for the other side?”
“No.”
“I can’t just pierce one side.”
“Why not?”
“It would look silly.”

“But I didn’t like that.”
“Did it hurt?”
“Not really.”
Harper let go of Grandma Maude to cup her hands around her ears.
“Then why don’t you want the other side?”
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“I didn’t like the noise and how warm it is.”
“I’ll get it done quickly. I pinky promise.”
“Come on, Darling, let her do the other side,” Grandma Maude said. “I’ll distract you
while she does it.”
Harper nodded, tensed, pulled up her shoulders and closed her eyes. Grandma Maude
started asking her questions quickly. What was her favorite color? Had she done anything fun
over the summer? Did she like clothing? What did she do for fun? Harper answered blue, they
went to grandma’s house over the summer, she liked dresses and coloring. The woman pierced
her ears once she had relaxed while talking to Grandma Maude. It went quickly and again it was
warm.
“You did so good,” Grandma Maude said. She grabbed Harper under her arms and set
her back on the floor. “Let’s grab Nicole and Mack and check out.”
They walked back to the check out in the front of the store when someone called
Maude’s name. She turned around and hugged a woman carrying a large green purse. She looked
much older than Grandma Maude.
“Maude,” the woman said, “how are you? I haven’t really seen you around recently
then again, I haven’t really been around that much either. We decided to build a house on the
beach, and I have been working to get that organized so I haven’t been to anything. I heard about

dinner with the girls last week and I was so sad I missed it. Are these your grandchildren? They
are just adorable. They don’t really look like you, but really at this point how can they look that
much like you?”
“Deborah,” Grandma Maude said, “slow on down.”
“You know me, I can just talk for hours.”
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“One question at a time.”
“These are you grandkids, right?”
“These two here are my grandkids. Their names are Nicole and Mack. This is my
daughter’s step-daughter, Harper.”
“Well it’s just great that you took them all out today, a great way for them to get to
know each other.”
“Of course.”
Harper started to feel really uncomfortable. Grandma Maude didn’t say that she was
her granddaughter. She knew that Grandma Maude was right. She was Grandma Maude’s
daughter’s stepdaughter, but some part of her wanted Grandma Maude to say that she was her
granddaughter. She wanted to feel like she belonged with Grandma Maude. Harper started to
shrink back into herself, and by the time Deborah was gone, all Harper wanted to do was go
home. After she had finished at the register, Grandma Maude grabbed her hand again and led
them back out into the middle of the mall. Grandma Maude squeezed her hand, and Harper
squeezed back.
It wasn’t until later, when they actually knew each other that Grandma Maude started
calling her her granddaughter. It took Harper much longer to understand that it wasn’t because
Grandma Maude didn’t love her, but it was because she didn’t know her. Harper understood

when Gigi came into her life at the age of 12. She realized it isn’t that she doesn’t love Gigi, but
it is the fact that she had to change from explaining that she had three grandmothers to saying
that she has four. Three is confusing enough and to then have to say four. It’s harder for people
to understand. She either has to draw them a chart or go through it again and again and again.
Grandmother Harriet is her mom’s mom. Granny Carrie is her dad’s mom. Gigi is her stepdad’s
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mom. Grandma Maude is her stepmom’s mom. Most of the time people are left confused, heck
sometimes she’s left confused.
But by now she is sure that Grandma Maude loves her, and part of her feels bad that
she needs to hear Grandma Maude stand up for that fact. Any time that her grandmothers had
ever said that they were her real grandmothers, instead of correcting them herself, she wanted
Grandma Maude to do it, to reassure her of the fact that that love hasn't changed. That’s the scary
thing about loving someone. That they can change their mind and not love you anymore. While it
is easier for someone to tell another person that they are in love with them, she has rarely had
anyone tell her that they have fallen out of love with her.
“Grandma Maude is one of my real grandmothers too,” Harper says.
Harper can see Grandma Maude smile at her in the rearview mirror. The car falls silent
for the entire drive back to the main lobby. Grandmother Harriet is looking out the window with
her hands folded in her lap. Granny Carrie is fidgeting with the seat belt around her neck and
running her long nails up and down her dog. Grandma Maude is holding onto Harper’s headrest
with one hand and uses the other to rub up and down on Harper’s arm. They pull underneath the
overhang of the lobby, and everything is bathed in yellow.
“Do you want us to go in with you or sit in the car?” Grandma Maude asks.
“Stay here, hopefully I’ll be back quick,” Harper responds, getting out of the car and

slamming the door shut.
She walks inside of the lobby and slowly looks around. The lobby is shaped in a square,
and the front desk lines the back wall. There’re groupings of couches puffed throughout the
room. Everything is decorated in shades of cream or tan. The chandelier hangs in the center of
the room causing Harper to automatically look up. There’s a large circular table in the center of
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the room with a vase full of flowers that’s so wide that she couldn’t see people on the other side
of it. Harper walks across the marble flooring and her heels click. The walls are decorated with
art that’s a mixture of strokes of different colors that fail to make a recognizable shape.
She walks around the large table towards the desk in the back of the room. When she gets
closer, she sees that a large group is checking in. She tries to weave her way to the front of the
line to see if there is someone that she can ask for help. She pushes her way through a young
couple, then elbows through a group of college women, and then she tries to turn sideways to
bypass a wide older couple. They yell at her for cutting the line. Harper ignores them and
continues up towards the front desk. When there is a person open, she skips all of the other
people and lays her forearms across the marble.
“Can I help you?” the man at the front desk asks.
“I can’t find my grandmother,” Harper says.
“Is she prone to wandering off?”
“No.”
“Where’d you last see her?”
“We all went to eat dinner together, and she got up from the table to use the restroom and
never came back.”
“Did you check the restroom?”

“Of course I checked the restroom. Why would I come all the way over here without
checking the restroom?”
“Will you please lower your tone ma’am?”
“I can’t find my grandmother. I’ve driven all over your resort with my three other
fighting grandmothers who have been no help at all, and I would just like some help finding
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her.”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Thank you.”
“Now, do you lose her frequently?”
“No.”
“Does she have any underlying medical conditions that we should be concerned about?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Just in case we find her and she needs medical attention.”
“I don’t think so. How would I know?”
“She’s your grandmother.”
“I know.” Harper is starting to get more and more frustrated. “Can’t you just call all the
areas of the resort and see if they have seen an elderly woman wandering by herself.”
“Of course. I’ll get right on that. You can wait on one of our couches.”
“I can wait here.”
“Ma’am there’s a line of people waiting to check in. I promise if I find anything out, I
will collect you from one of the couch areas.”
Harper walks away from the desk and instead of going to sit on that couch, she heads
down a hallway to the left. The decor immediately changes, and everything is dark featuring

geometric shapes bathed in red lights. There’s a sign that leads to a sushi restaurant that’s in this
section of the hotel. There are two long fish tanks that line the hallways leading up towards the
entrance. Below the fish tanks are couches that are full of chattering people waiting on tables.
Sitting in between two standing couples, Gigi is staring off at a bunch of fish. Harper sags and
heads straight towards her.
98

“Gigi,” Harper says.
Gigi looks up at her and smiles.
“There you are. I’ve been waiting on you for some time now.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You said we’re going to dinner.”
“Yes.”
“I was waiting on you to get to the restaurant.”
"Gigi, we already were at the restaurant. What are you doing here?”
Gigi stares off at the fish again and doesn’t answer.
“Pops and I have been fighting more recently.”
“What?” Harper sits down next to Gigi and leans in.
“We haven’t had sex in a while either.”
“Gigi, that’s something that I don’t need to know.”
“We’re both adults here.” Harper scoots a little farther away from Gigi. “My father got
mad the other day. I fought with Pops and I stormed out of the house and headed towards my
fathers. When I walked through the door, he was so happy to see me. Then he asked why I was
home and I told him that Pops and I were fighting. He told me to take my happy butt home and
work it out. He said that I’d gotten married and I couldn’t run home every time we fought.”

“Gigi, great-grandpa has been dead for eight years.”
Gigi looks confused for a second and then shakes her head. She turns her head back to
Harper. “Right, of course.”
“Are you and Pops really fighting a lot?”
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“He keeps getting mad saying that I’m a little more forgetful than normal and should
go to the doctor, but we’ll work it out. We always do.”
“What do you mean you’re more forgetful than normal?”
“Oh, I came home the other day with a turkey for Thanksgiving and for some reason it
pissed him off.”
“Gigi, it’s July.”
“I can eat turkey any month.”
“Me too,” Harper says.
“You know, Dear,” Gigi says. “Do me a favor and remind me to clean my aquarium
when I get home. I always forget.”
“Sure.”
Harper’s throat gets thick. Gigi doesn’t have an aquarium at home. She knows that she
will have to call Pops before bed tonight so that she can tell him what happened. If he is already
starting to notice it, then they need to do something.
“You look worried, Dear.”
“Oh, I’m alright.”
“Let’s get some food in you. That always makes me feel better.”
“I think that sounds like a plan.”

Neither Harper nor Gigi is in a hurry to get up though. They just hold hands and watch
the fish swim in patterns. Harper wonders if she should stay. She knows that she wants to leave
but there’s a part of her that is afraid that she will come back and Gigi won’t know who she is
anymore. Thinking of that hurts more than imagining coming back with one of them gone. At the
same time, she is scared to not go, to stay and watch to see if Gigi stops remembering each
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person one by one. For now, holding on would have to be enough because Harper isn’t sure she
could let go.
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